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ABSTRACT 

 

Orlando at the Crossroads of gender 

 

Introduction 

 

Virginia Woolf’s Orlando, inspired by her friend Vita Sackville-West and as a tribute to her, 

unexpectedly became a literary success although it meant for the British writer a break 

between her more experimental novels To the Lighthouse and The Waves. In addition, while 

writing the fantasy novel, in which sapphism would play an essential role, Virginia Woolf, 

who consciously poured in the narrative her concerns on women’s inequality and female 

stereotypes, also began devising her feminist talks, which would ultimately become her long 

essay A Room of One’s Own. In this regard, Orlando becomes a necessary feminist reading, 

in which Virginia Woolf does not exclusively focus on the role of women in literary history, 

but she also explores the meaning of gender and sexuality through characters that transgress 

the boundaries of the social conventions of each era. At the same time Woolf reconstructs 

Vita Sackville-West’s family history and returns her friend what had been taken from her—

Knole House—; the British writer exceeds the limits of genre—fact and fiction—and 

gender—masculine and feminine. 

 My aim in this study is to situate Orlando within the historical context of feminism 

and women’s rights of the late Victorian period and the early twentieth century in Britain, 

and within Virginia Woolf’s involvement in the women’s cause. In this sense, the fantasy 

novel and the feminist essay are enclosed by Woolf’s motivations in these directions, and 

both works, despite being different texts, become one single project. Only after this analysis 
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and comparative approach between both texts is it possible to read the novel with regard to 

both the British writer’s perception of the private sphere as a site for artistic creation, and the 

(literary) public realm, which had been denied to women due to the stifling conventions of 

the nineteenth century. Orlando constitutes Virginia Woolf’s room of her own, a place to 

explore her creative genius, but it also becomes both her instrument to illustrate what gender 

means for a woman of her period and her means to transgress such sexist stereotypes. 

England is under the rule of patriarchy, as Woolf points out in A Room of One’s Own, and 

the fantasy narrative explores the limits of gender and sexuality through a protagonist and 

other characters that represent gender non-conforming traits and exceptional sexualities from 

the norm. 

 With regard to gender and sexuality, it is also worth noting the multiple readings that 

Virginia Woolf’s fantasy novel can provide. Apart from the traditional reading of the 

narrative as a lesbian feminist text, I would like to expand Woolf’s feminist vision and 

suggest that Orlando also explores questions of sexuality and gender from the point of view 

of sexual and gender non-conforming individuals. The changes of sex and the androgynous 

characters also open up the possibility to read Woolf’s text in terms of transgenderism. In 

other words, the novel demonstrates that it is to some extent in consonance with the way 

LGBTQ+ individuals experience their gender and sexuality today, and also serves to 

illustrate how these sexual and gender minorities might have experienced their gender and 

sexuality during Woolf’s times. 
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Methodology and results 

 

This research has been motivated by the multidisciplinary approach of literary studies with 

feminist and queer studies, in which gay, lesbian and transgender studies also play an 

essential role. My aim is to situate Orlando as a feminist text, but in the direction towards a 

more inclusive feminism that embraces sexual non-conforming and transgender individuals; 

an understanding of feminism that distances itself from more traditional conventions of 

femininity. Even though Virginia Woolf still reasserts the sexist notions of compulsory 

heterosexuality, and of masculinity and femininity of her period—since same-sex erotics are 

not explicit in the novel—; she also manages to call into question the meaning of gender, and 

its dynamics within the social atmosphere and the literary scene. In addition, as I suggest 

with Julia Serano’s views, Virginia Woolf also questions previously assumed constructivist 

approaches. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The fantasy novel, in which Virginia Woolf pours her concerns about women, and sexual 

and gender variance, constitutes a feminist and LGTBQ+ reference that serves to account for 

the social transformation of the early-twenty-century period with regard to sexual and gender 

norms, and also to illustrate contemporary questions of such matters. However, as feminist 

and queer studies demonstrate, authors and theorists are far from reaching a general 

consensus. On the whole, Woolf’s Orlando remains an essential reading to call into question 

our assumptions about the meaning of gender. 
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RESUMEN 

 

Orlando en la encrucijada de género 

 

Introducción 

 

Orlando de Virginia Woolf, inspirada por su amiga Vita Sackville-West y escrita como 

tributo hacia ella, se convirtió de forma inesperada en un éxito literario a pesar de que la 

novela supuso para la autora británica un descanso entre sus novelas más experimentales, Al 

faro y Las olas. Además, mientras escribía la novela fantástica, en la cual el safismo tendría 

un papel esencial, Virginia Woolf, quien conscientemente había vertido en la narrativa sus 

preocupaciones sobre la desigualdad de la mujer y los estereotipos femeninos, también 

comenzó a planear sus conferencias feministas, las cuales se convertirían finalmente en su 

ensayo Un cuarto propio. En este contexto, Orlando constituye una lectura feminista 

necesaria, donde Virginia Woolf no se centra exclusivamente en el papel de la mujer dentro 

de la historia literaria, sino que explora el significado del género y de la sexualidad a través 

de personajes que transgreden los límites de las convenciones sociales de cada época. Al 

mismo tiempo que Woolf reconstruye la historia familiar de Vita Sackville-West y le 

devuelve a su amiga lo que le habían quitado, Knole; la escritora británica excede los límites 

del género (literario) —realidad y ficción— y del género (cultural) —masculino y 

femenino—. 

 El objetivo de este estudio es el de situar Orlando dentro del contexto histórico del 

feminismo y de los derechos de las mujeres del período victoriano tardío y de los inicios del 

siglo veinte en Gran Bretaña, y dentro de la implicación que tuvo Virginia Woolf en la lucha 
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de la mujer. En este sentido, la novela fantástica y el ensayo feminista se enmarcarían dentro 

de las motivaciones de Woolf en esa dirección y ambas obras, a pesar de ser textos distintos, 

se convierten en un único proyecto. Después de este análisis y de esta comparativa entre las 

dos obras es posible leer la novela en relación a la percepción que tenía la escritora británica 

de la esfera privada como un espacio de creación artística y de la esfera pública (literaria), la 

cual había sido prohibida a las mujeres debido a las normas opresivas a las que estaban 

sometidas durante el siglo diecinueve. Orlando supone el cuarto propio de Virginia Woolf, 

un espacio donde explorar su genio creativo, pero también un instrumento para ilustrar lo que 

significa el género para la mujer de su época y los medios para transgredir esos estereotipos 

sexistas. Inglaterra está bajo el mando del patriarcado, tal y como Woolf escribe en Un cuarto 

propio, y la novela fantástica explora los límites del género y de la sexualidad a través de una 

protagonista y de otros personajes que muestran rasgos de género no conformes y 

sexualidades alternativas a la norma. 

En lo relativo al género y la sexualidad, se deben destacar las múltiples lecturas que 

la novela de Virginia Woolf puede aportar. Además de la lectura tradicional de la obra como 

un texto feminista lésbico, me gustaría expandir esa visión feminista de Woolf y sugerir que 

Orlando también explora cuestiones de sexualidad y de género desde la perspectiva de unos 

personajes de género no conforme. Los cambios de sexo y los personajes andróginos abren 

la posibilidad de leer la novela en términos de transgenerismo. Dicho de otro modo, la novela 

demuestra que, hasta cierto punto, está en consonancia con la forma de experimentar el 

género y la sexualidad hoy en día por parte de las personas LGBTQ+, y también sirve para 

ilustrar cómo estas minorías sexuales y de género podrían haber experimentado su género y 

sexualidad durante la época de Woolf. 
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Metodología y resultados 

 

Este estudio ha sido motivado por el enfoque multidisciplinar de los estudios literarios con 

los estudios feministas y queer, donde los estudios gais, lesbianos y transgénero también 

tienen un papel esencial. Mi objetivo es el de analizar Orlando como un texto feminista, pero 

un feminismo más inclusivo que abarque las sexualidades no normativas y las personas 

transgénero; un entendimiento del feminismo que se distancie de los estereotipos más 

tradicionales de la feminidad. A pesar de que Virginia Woolf todavía reafirma las nociones 

sexistas de la heterosexualidad obligatoria y de la masculinidad y la feminidad de su época 

—ya que la atracción entre personas del mismo sexo no se hace explícita en la novela—; 

también logra cuestionar el significado del género y su dinámica dentro de la esfera social y 

del ámbito literario. Además, la intención de introducir los textos de Julia Serano es la de 

sugerir que Virginia Woolf también cuestiona los enfoques constructivistas del género. 

 

Conclusión 

 

La novela fantástica, en la cual Virginia Woolf vierte sus preocupaciones sobre las mujeres 

y sobre la diversidad sexual y de género, supone un referente tanto feminista como LGBTQ+ 

que representa la transformación del período del siglo veinte temprano en relación con las 

normas de sexualidad y género. Además, el texto ilustra cuestiones de género y sexualidad 

actuales. Sin embargo, como demuestran los estudios feministas y queer, las autoras y 

teóricas están lejos de alcanzar un consenso. En su conjunto, Orlando de Virginia Woolf 

supone todavía hoy en día una lectura esencial para desafiar nuestras conjeturas sobre el 

significado del género.   



16 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The difference between the sexes is, happily, one of great profundity. Clothes are but a 

symbol of something hid deep beneath. It was a change in Orlando herself that dictated her 

choice of a woman's dress and of a woman's sex. … For here again, we come to a dilemma. 

Different though the sexes are, they intermix. In every human being a vacillation from one 

sex to the other takes place, and often it is only the clothes that keep the male or female 

likeness, while underneath the sex is the very opposite of what it is above. (Orlando, 133) 

 

What is gender? What is sex? As this scene in the fourth chapter of Virginia Woolf’s fantasy 

novel demonstrates, we come to a dilemma. Orlando: A Biography is, as the title suggests, a 

biographical account of a sixteen-year-old boy in the Elizabethan period, who outlives many 

centuries until Woolf’s present day, and who, in the course of his/her life, becomes a woman. 

Fiction is the mechanism that allows these time travels and sex transformations; however, as 

I will point out later, fiction will also become Woolf’s strategy to tell the truth about the 

reality of women. For this and other reasons, even though the British writer does not 

explicitly refer to the term “gender”—only once in the narrative—, Orlando is at a crossroads 

of gender. As Helen Dunmore (2016) puts it, “Woolf poses the question of what gender is 

and asks whether an individual can escape the gender of birth (xi). In this regard, Virginia 

Woolf illustrates in her fantasy narrative that gender is an intersection of different realities 

and materialities that predicate cultural assumptions of masculinity and femininity; and, at 

the same time, are dependent on notions of class, race and nationality. For this reason, my 

purpose here is not to reveal the true meaning of gender through the analysis of Woolf’s 

Orlando. I have divided this study into three sections in order to explore what the British 
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writer has to say about gender in the fantasy novel from different points of view that cross 

and overlap each other: Orlando in the context of feminism; Orlando and Woolf’s relation 

to the private and public spheres; and Orlando, and its meaning in relation to gender and 

sexuality. 

 

Feminism and women in literary history 

 

As I will discuss in the first chapter, it is of great relevance to understand women’s and 

feminist movements in late nineteenth and early twentieth century, and Virginia Woolf’s 

involvement with such associations in order to place Orlando within the literary tradition of 

women’s emancipation and intellectual development. These movements—both suffragists 

and anti-suffragists alike, despite their differences—had a common goal: the educational 

reform. Since the second half of the nineteenth century, women’s associations focused on the 

intellectual development of women, and denounced the lack of educational institutions and 

resources. Both Woolf’s mother Julia Stephen and half-sister Stella Duckworth “were 

committed followers of social reformer Octavia Hill and engaged in various philanthropic 

pursuits” (Jones 2017, 18). Julia Stephen, in earlier years, had already “devote[d] herself to 

good causes, visiting the sick and miserable” after her first husband’s death, Herbert 

Duckworth (Curtis 2002, 35); and Stella, their daughter, following her mother’s steps later 

engaged in “build[ing] cottages for the poor” in Southwark with Octavia Hill (Curtis 2002, 

42). Hill was a “radical campaigner” in late nineteenth century who managed “working-class 

housing estates” and founder of the Charity Organisation Society and the National Trust in 

1895 (Curtis 2002, 211). In this context, many social reformers were also responsible for the 
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opening of institutions in the late Victorian period, such as Emma Cons, who founded Morley 

College, where Virginia Stephen would teach women during the nineteen-tens. 

 On the other hand, what more conservative wings of women’s associations saw as a 

danger to such reforms; others, whose activity eventually evolved into political organisations 

in the early twentieth century, contemplated it as the final goal: the vote. As I will discuss in 

this chapter, there is evidence of Virginia Woolf’s participation in the suffrage cause, such 

as the People’s Suffrage Society in 1910; and even her voluntary work at Morley, whose 

vice-principal Mary Sheepshanks associated with the suffragist movements. However, even 

though Woolf attended different demonstrations by the National Union of Women's Suffrage 

Societies (NUWSS) and the Women's Social and Political Union (WSPU) in 1908 and 1909 

(Lee 1996, 279), suffragette’s violent actions eventually led the British writer to distance 

herself from these feminist positions. As a pacifist, Virginia Woolf was more concerned 

about women’s professional emancipation and education. As she argues in A Room of One’s 

Own, “[i]f only Mrs Seton and her mother and her mother before her had learnt the great art 

of making money” (17). Hermione Lee (2001) points out that “A Room of One’s Own is 

probably the most influential feminist essay of the twentieth century” (vii). Jane Marcus 

(1987) holds a similar view. According to her, the essay allows women readers to be “tangled 

in the net of a narrative seduction by the woman writer,” which makes Woolf “become 

steadily more feminist.” What is more, the essay proposes “the novelty of the woman-to-

woman writer-to-reader experience” (172). In this sense, the British writer elaborates a text 

as a woman writer for a female audience, which is precisely what she denounces to be absent 

in the history of literature. Woolf’s preoccupation in the speeches/essay parallels her early 

period as a teacher at Morley College for in both she encouraged her women 

attendees/students to write their own stories and find themselves a place in literary history. 
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In addition, the British writer’s preoccupation for the women’s cause also made her 

collaborate with working-women’s associations. Woolf’s participation in the Women’s Co-

operative Guild began in 1916 and lasted for many years; she even wrote the introduction for 

ex-secretary Margaret Llewelyn Davies’s volume Life As We Have Known It, published in 

the year 1931. Woolf also gave a speech the same year to the London/National Society for 

Women’s Service; a speech which eventually would develop, as I will discuss later, into her 

essay “Professions for Women.” However, I should raise the question: what about Orlando? 

 As I will point out in chapter 2, Orlando and A Room of One’s Own are different 

texts, but at the same time they become one single project. The novel inspired the subsequent 

essay, but Orlando constitutes the fictional biography that the realistic fiction of the essay 

claims to be the key for women to tell their truth: “Fiction here is more likely to contain more 

truth than fact” (A Room of One’s Own, 2). These lines would perfectly summarise Orlando. 

Not only do sexes intermix, as Woolf argues in the fantasy novel; not only must one be 

woman-manly or man-womanly, as she discusses in the essay; but the barrier of genre 

between fact and fiction is as blurred as the barrier of gender man/woman. The purpose of 

this chapter is to connect Woolf’s feminist vision in A Room of One’s Own with Orlando. 

Virginia Woolf encourages women to tell their narratives through fiction and, in this sense, 

the fantasy text becomes a means to reconstruct the history of Vita Sackville-West. At the 

same time, the British writer explores the meaning of gender. 

 The fantasy novel is divided into six different chapters, which correspond to different 

time periods beginning in the Elizabethan era and finishing in 1928. The protagonist lives for 

many centuries, which correlate with various ancestors of the Sackville family throughout 

history. However, at the same time, Orlando represents Vita herself. Consequently, by 

writing about Vita Sackville-West and by changing the ancestors’ sex into a woman, Virginia 
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Woolf returns her friend what is supposed to be hers by birthright: Knole House and a place 

within the history of her own family, which had been traditionally claimed by the male heirs. 

Furthermore, as I will detail later, Orlando’s change of sex into a woman also suggests 

Woolf’s own views on poetic genius as a feminine quality (Hoffman 1968, 439). The British 

writer argues in A Room of One’s Own, “[t]he original impulse was to poetry. The ‘supreme 

head of song’ was a poetess.” However, women “were all compelled when they wrote, to 

write novels” for they were always “interrupted” and, therefore, “it would be easier to write 

prose and fiction” (56-57). By placing a female Orlando as a poetess, as Vita Sackville-West 

was, Woolf transgresses in the novel the boundaries of both gender and genre. In this sense, 

the analysis of the history of the Sackvilles provides a deeper understating of Woolf’s 

feminist subversion of gender and genre norms. Literary conventions within the male-driven 

history of literature stand for the gender and sexual stereotypes of the male-driven Victorian 

culture. Consequently, Woolf’s literary transgression symbolises her aim to deconstruct those 

gender and sexual codes. 

With regard to fiction, it is worth noting that Orlando is supposed to be a fictional 

novel, while A Room of One’s Own is an essay on women; however, as I have suggested 

above, both texts become one: Orlando is a fictional representation of a biography, while A 

Room of One’s Own is an essay constructed in terms of fictional characters and stories. The 

line between fact and fiction appears blurred: not only is fiction suggested to narrate the truth 

in the essay; but Woolf also hints in the fantasy novel the truth about her love for Vita 

Sackville-West, and the truth about women’s experiences in a masculine world. In this 

regard, Woolf suggests in her essay that the novel becomes a woman’s means to call into 

question the authoritative and scholarly discourse of men—as well as the patriarchal values 

of the British nation—; for this reason, in this study I suggest that the similarities between 
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both works demonstrate that Woolf’s Orlando constitutes the exemplification of her feminist 

discourse in A Room of One’s Own. In the novel, the narrative voice’s aim as a biographer to 

seek truth in the historical account of the protagonist and its difficulty to attain this purpose—

“But to give an exact and particular account of Orlando’s life at this time becomes more and 

more out of the question” (Orlando, 155)—challenge the biographical genre, and Woolf 

exposes its unreliability. At the same time, the British writer requires the readers in both 

works to call into question their own convictions about the truthfulness of both the scholarly 

discourse, and, consequently, gender and sexual norms. Similarly, Virginia Woolf’s feminist 

vision in Orlando is also suggested by the way she challenges the canonical masculine 

literary realm as she depicts a neglected aspiring male writer at the beginning of the novel 

who eventually manages to navigate as a woman in the male-driven literary scene and attains 

success. This idea also connects with Woolf’s notion of the androgynous mind, which will 

be amply discussed in different sections of this study. The androgynous mind, as a 

representation of the literary genius, is the means to accomplish these goals.  

On the other hand, I also discuss in the second chapter that the birth of this new genre, 

the modernist novel, also suggests the birth of new gender norms; and I explore how Virginia 

Woolf’s choice for this form of writing exposes the patriarchal ideology responsible for the 

inequality between women and men. In this context, the British writer also discloses in the 

fantasy novel the artificial nature of gender and sexual conventions. In the second half of 

chapter 2, I focus on the different feminist strategies and claims, following her views later 

addressed in A Room of One’s Own, that Virginia Woolf introduces in Orlando. 
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The Victorian private realm vs. the Georgian public world 

 

Virginia Stephen was born on 25th January 1882 and, until the death of her father Leslie 

Stephen in 1904 and the subsequent move of the Stephen siblings to the intellectual and 

literary district of Bloomsbury, the British writer’s early life was shaped and influenced by 

the values of a Victorian household. Most importantly, Virginia and her sister Vanessa were 

raised by the women of the house: their mother Julia Stephen, grandmother Maria Jackson 

and half-sister Stella Duckworth, who exercised their control over the young sisters until their 

deaths in the 1890s. As Vanessa Curtis (2002) points out, 

 

The power and influence of the three earliest of these women … should not be 

underestimated, for these ‘Angels’, with their self-sacrificing ways, haunted and tormented 

Virginia for many years after their deaths. They lived, ate, slept, entertained, worried, gave 

birth, became ill and died within the dark confines of a house that was painted black inside. 

They took up permanent residence in the dark recesses of Virginia’s mind, watching over 

her, imbuing her with the deep-rooted Victorian values that she adhered to, sometimes 

willingly, at other times not, for the rest of her life. (31) 

 

The Angel in the House, which is Woolf’s major concern in her essay “Professions for 

Women,” was a major obstacle which the British writer, as a woman in a manly-driven world, 

had to fight against. This Angel told women to be gentle with men or to choose the words 

carefully when speaking to and about them. However, this Angel was at the same time an 

authoritative and relevant figure within the private realm, and the whole house and family 

affairs were completely dependent on the role of these women. As I will point out later, 
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Woolf’s early life under the constraint of Victorian conventions and expectations for women 

influenced her writing greatly. Julia Stephen was a “presence Woolf would feel for the rest 

of her life” (Harris 2013, 14). On the contrary, her father, Leslie Stephen, “wrote the books 

that made him a major figure of nineteenth-century culture.” His works were varied and 

comprised many genres: “literary criticism, philosophy, history, biography.” Even in the year 

of Woolf’s birth, Leslie assumed his great project The Dictionary of National Biography, “a 

monumental record of the nation’s great public figures” (Harris 2013, 16). For this reason, 

the influence exercised by both her mother and father as Angel and writer respectively, and 

their deaths during Woolf’s youth were present later in her novels. The “reminiscences of the 

Stephen family holidays at Talland House” are poured in To the Lighthouse (Curtis 2002, 

39). Or The Years, written in the 1930s, about a family like Woolf’s whose children are born 

in late nineteenth century. But what about Orlando? 

 In the third chapter, I will focus on how traditional Victorian values haunted Virginia 

Woolf and were poured in her novel to build, as the previous section demonstrates, her 

feminist vision in Orlando. The British writer exposes the power exercised by the Angel in 

the House, both within the structure of the family unit and with regard to the fact that women 

are culturally coerced to comply with such conventions. Victorian aesthetics also permeate 

Woolf’s novel, which highlight the weight of such norms. Female morality was constructed 

during this period in terms of marriage and motherhood. What is more, visual images and 

metaphors in the narrative illustrate how gender and sexual norms are also intertwined with 

notions of imperialistic ideas. In this context, women’s role for the Empire as family and 

house “carers” was to provide men with a refuge from their duties outside the home. 

Consequently, the home and the family, supported by women, became the foundation stone 

of the British nation during Victorian England.  
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On the other hand, Virginia Woolf also subverts this order since, for her, the private 

sphere is a space for generation—as in a space for personal, intellectual, artistic and literary 

growth. As I have pointed out above, the Stephens siblings’ move to Bloomsbury after the 

death of their parents implied a new configuration of the concepts of home and family. As 

Alexandra Harris (2013) points out, “[w]ith no figure of authority to set out the rules, it 

seemed that new patterns of life could be invented here” (39). In this sense, after Vanessa’s 

marriage and Thoby’s death in 1906, the remaining two siblings, Adrian and Virginia 

Stephen, had to find a place for themselves, which challenged the conventional rules of the 

family unit. In this regard, in 1911, Adrian and Virginia moved again and established 

themselves at another place with friends. Harris (2013) highlights that Virginia was the only 

woman in the house: John Maynard Keynes and Duncan Grant—who had previously been 

Adrian’s lover—on the ground floor, Virginia’s brother on the first one and Leonard Woolf—

Lytton Strachey’s best friend at Cambridge—on the upper floor. “Venerable Stephen 

relatives were alarmed and looked the other way” (47). These disruptions of the conventional 

notions of Victorian family are also poured in Woolf’s fantasy novel: “If one liked other 

people, was it marriage?” (189). Woolf’s suggestion of an open relationship between Orlando 

and Shelmerdine also points to Bloomsbury circle’s sexual freedom and reconfiguration of 

family models. In Orlando, marriage is described in terms of submission to one’s husband 

and Orlando fails to resist the urge to yield to such convention; however, Virginia Woolf 

finds a new way which is more appropriate for the conventions of the modern times. 

In chapter 4, I explore gender dynamics in relation to Virginia Woolf’s connection to 

the public sphere of the male-dominated literary reality as a woman writer. On the one hand, 

Orlando illustrates Woolf’s and other women’s struggle to explore their literary imagination 

and creative genius at the same time they achieve public acclaim and popularity. In this 
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context, Woolf’s initial anonymous writings found her a place within the literary scene of 

London. Furthermore, many years later, the Hogarth Press allowed her freedom in terms of 

writing as well as with regard to the editing and publishing process. As I will point out later, 

even though Virginia Woolf does not totally challenge the censor with respect to the way she 

introduces lesbian imagination and gender variance in the novel—she hints it instead of 

writing about these issues explicitly—; the Press allowed her to be her own editor. The only 

censor would be her audience. In this sense, it is quite relevant to place the history of the 

Hogarth Press in context in order to understand Woolf’s visions of gender and sexuality in 

Orlando as a means to enter the public domain and establish a place for herself within the 

literary scene. Would have Woolf been allowed to write such novel with another press? With 

regard to the question of fame, the British writer also subverts this notion. Woolf suggests 

that popularity implies the corruption of the artistic creation; however, she suggests that 

women writers offer a different response to such patriarchal practices: women are indifferent 

to fame, as their anonymous works demonstrate. The British writer implies that it is better to 

leave a mark within the literary history, despite not being recognised; than leaving no mark. 

On the other hand, in the fourth chapter, with regard to Woolf’s transgression of the 

private sphere, I will also discuss how she manages to introduce her views on gender and 

sexual variance in the public arena. Virginia Woolf calls into question, to a certain extent, 

the patriarchal regime, and its regulatory principles of compulsory heterosexuality and 

gender conforming stereotypes. I will detail how the British writer suggests or disguises 

lesbian imagination and her love for Vita Sackville-West under the appearance of 

conventional sexual and gender norms. In a similar way to the events of the Dreadnought 

Hoax, in which Virginia Woolf participated and cross-dressed, the characters in Orlando 

break gender norms or cross-identify with the other sex to transgress notions of national 
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identity regulated by such principles mentioned above. Her androgynous mind takes shape 

not only in the form of literary genius but as different fictional individuals who, according to 

Virginia Woolf’s vision regarding the use of fiction, illustrate the reality of the existing 

gender and sexual variance during Woolf’s times. In this context, for instance, even though 

the Archduchess’s femininity is ridiculed following the literary tradition of cross-dressing 

characters—an issue I will also argue in the fifth chapter in relation to sexist notions—, the 

British writer exposes this gender fluidity or trans identities to her readers as rightful 

categories of gender. 

 

Gender, sexuality and LGBTQ+ 

 

In the last section, I would like to situate Virginia Woolf’s Orlando within the literary 

tradition of same-sex desire and trans identities; in other words, I would like to expand 

Woolf’s feminist vision—as it has been argued in the previous sections—and suggest that 

the fantasy novel also explores questions of sexuality and gender from the point of view of 

sexual and gender non-conforming individuals. As the title of the fifth chapter suggests—

“Orlando as a Modern Text”—, I will highlight that, even though during Woolf’s times all 

sexual and gender deviances were gathered under the label inversion—and theoretically 

predicated as such: fake, artificial, abnormal or imitations of the “original” gender and sexual 

desire—, the novel demonstrates that it is to some extent in consonance with the way 

LGBTQ+ individuals experience their gender and sexuality today. In this context, I will 

discuss the fantasy novel taking into consideration trans authors’ experiences and discussions 

on sexuality and gender along with other relevant works on the matter with the aim to offer 

a more inclusive perspective.  
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With regard to the nature of gender, I will discuss in the different sections that 

Virginia Woolf argues in the novel—as well as in A Room of One’s Own—that gender or 

sexual traits are dependent on the culture which predicates such assumptions and gender 

codes; in other words, gender is culturally constructed. However, is gender exclusively a 

cultural phenomenon? Judith Butler (2007) points out in Gender Trouble that gender 

“intersects” with other categories such as race, class, ethnicity or sexual identities. For this 

reason, “it becomes impossible to separate out ‘gender’ from the political and cultural 

intersections in which it is invariably produced and maintained” (4-5). In this regard, Virginia 

Woolf explores in Orlando the way the characters perceive the way they are assumed to 

behave according to expectations projected onto men and women, which at the same time 

intertwine with notions of national identity. As I will discuss in this study, the West and the 

Orient become in Woolf’s novel two major scenarios which represent the contrast between 

the civilised and gendered British nation, and the primitive and ungendered nations of the 

east. In this context, notions of gender in Victorian England are predicated on the basis of 

men’s and women’s role for the nation. In the narrative, female Orlando escapes gender 

conventions while being away in Turkey within the gypsy community; but, in contrast, she 

confronts her role as a woman when returning to Britain, and feels the urge to marry and bear 

children during the nineteenth-century period in England. The differences between the west 

and the east evince that gender and sexual traits are dependent on cultural and political 

dynamics, as well as the fact that gender is not a stable category. What is more, Virginia 

Woolf explores these gender dynamics dependent not only on notions of British nationality, 

but in relation to aristocratic matters; in other words, the Victorian conventions of femininity 

projected in the novel correspond to the bourgeois ideal of womanhood. 
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On the other hand, Butler (2007) suggests that gender is performative. In this context, 

the author argues that gender is produced “by the regulatory practices of gender coherence” 

(34). Butler (2007) explains that “gender is a construction that regularly conceals its genesis,” 

which entails that there is a “tacit collective agreement to perform, produce, and sustain 

discreet and polar genders as cultural fictions” that punish those who do not agree with them; 

in other words, “the construction ‘compels’ our belief in its necessity and naturalness” (190). 

The term performative highlights, according to Butler (2007), that the action of gender 

requires repetition. In this sense, the “reenactment and reexperiencing a set of meanings 

already socially established” leads to the legitimisation of such gender norms. In addition, 

she argues that gender should not be understood as a stable category, but as “an identity 

tenuously constituted in time, instituted in an exterior space through a stylized repetition of 

acts” (191). With regard to gender regulations and sexual practices, as Woolf evinces in 

Orlando and later in A Room of One’s Own, heterosexual desire, and the notions of sexes as 

opposites and masculinity as superior to femininity constitute assumptions predicated by a 

sexist culture. Following Butler’s premise about the performative characteristic of gender, 

the repetition of those norms becomes a mechanism to naturalise such behaviours and gender 

features; and, for this reason, homosexual desire and non-conforming expressions of gender 

have been theorised as ungenuine versions of its “real” or “natural” counterparts.  

In chapter 5, I will discuss how same-sex desire—more specifically between 

women—has been constructed in terms of gender inversion since late nineteenth century due 

to the representations of homosexuality predicated by sexologists during this period. This 

concept of gender inversion, at the same time, was elaborated with regard to sexual inversion, 

which gathered all gender and sexual non-conforming people under the same label: inverts. 

In addition, Woolf’s fantasy novel challenges—and reasserts—the regulatory principle of 
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heterosexuality and the sexist assumptions of Victorian England. The British writer explores 

same-sex desire under the guise of heterosexual romance, which destabilises the way 

heterosexuality is understood as Woolf introduces characters who display gender non-

conforming characteristics; however, at the same time Woolf also evinces the regulatory 

force that prescribes that heterosexual desire is composed of the masculine and feminine 

counterparts. In this context, Orlando reveals the regulatory gender and sexual dictates 

imposed by the British Empire. However, is gender exclusively a performance? Is it merely 

an artefact? 

The purpose of introducing trans author’s perspectives on gender into this discussion, 

more specifically Julia Serano’s, is to illustrate that this constructivist notion of gender is not 

as solid as it seems to be since, as Serano suggests in her works, trans people’s experiences 

demonstrate that gender or sexual traits are not uniquely cultural. In a later work, Undoing 

Gender, Judith Butler (2004) recognises the problematic of her previous assumption: “The 

concept of gender as historical and performative, however, stands in tension with some 

versions of sexual difference” (10). Here the author seems to reconsider the meaning of 

gender or, at least, the intersections that have an effect on this notion. Butler (2004) argues 

that “[g]ender is the apparatus by which the production and normalization of masculine and 

feminine take place along with the interstitial forms of hormonal, chromosomal, psychic, and 

performative that gender assumes” (42). Consequently, the author suggests that gender is not 

dependent uniquely on the repetition of certain behaviours and stereotypes. As Serano (2016) 

points out in Whipping Girl, the assumption that masculinity and femininity are “entirely 

artificial or performative seem[s] misplaced.” According to her, there are some attributes that 

are considered feminine or masculine that are “clearly affected by our hormones.” In this 

context, Serano (2016) argues that this interpretation is usually experienced by transsexual 
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individuals because they undergo a hormonal transition (75). In addition, she claims that, 

rather than considering gender as socially constructed, we should regard it as “socially 

exaggerated” because “biological gender differences are very real,” and most of the 

connotations and values associated with “female and male biology are not” (76). 

In the fifth chapter, I will discuss Serano’s (2016) views on this matter for she argues 

that “both gender essentialists and gender constructivists are wrong” (97); and she details the 

problematic of such theories if taken literally. On the other hand, it is also worth highlighting 

that the way she perceives her female sex as a trans woman also sheds some light on the 

notion that gender is not entirely a social construct. Serano (2016) points out that the term 

gender identity is controversial since it describes “two potentially different things: the gender 

we consciously choose to identify as, and the gender we subconsciously feel ourselves to 

be.” This latter definition refers, according to her, to the notion of subconscious sex (78). In 

this regard, Serano (2016) explains that she prefers the term “sex” because it refers to the 

subconscious desire to be male or female independent of “the social phenomena commonly 

associated with the word ‘gender’” (82). For this reason, Serano’s views demonstrate that the 

sex—male or female—we feel to be does not necessarily correspond to a desire to comply 

with the societal norms associated with masculinity and femininity, or to a desire to express 

these characteristics. Serano (2016) also discusses the difference between subconscious sex 

and gender expression. This latter notion refers to the way our behaviours and interests are 

considered feminine, masculine or a combination of both (95); and, in this context, our 

subconscious sex does not necessarily match with the gender expression that society expects 

us to display. For instance, as Woolf’s characters in the fantasy novel demonstrate, male 

Orlando (subconscious sex) is suggested to be feminine (gender expression), and female 

Orlando (subconscious sex) expresses masculine characteristics (gender expression). What 
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is more, as I will also point out later, Woolf’s protagonist possesses exceptional gender 

expressions, a notion that refers to “masculine women, feminine men, and people of both 

sexes who express combinations of masculinity and femininity” (Serano 2016, 97); in other 

words, gender expressions that, according to the social conventions, are presumed to be 

displayed by the other sex. 

In this context, in chapter 5 I suggest that, following Serano’s views, Woolf also 

evinces in the novel that the protagonist’s femaleness or womanhood—as a trans woman—

is not entirely cultural. As I will discuss later, female Orlando’s masculinity is not derived 

from her earlier experiences as a man since male Orlando is suggested to be feminine or 

possess some feminine characteristics as well. In addition, female Orlando’s masculinity 

demonstrates that women are not naturally inclined to be feminine; however, I will also 

discuss that female masculinity as well as male femininity are as genuine forms of 

masculinity and femininity as their counterparts. Woolf’s protagonist manifests the social 

urge to act feminine as expected for her sex; however, she also displays some manly manners. 

In this regard, I will also highlight the danger of assuming Orlando’s femininity as entirely 

artificial and cultural because it would imply that her masculinity is, by contrast, uniquely 

natural. My aim here is to suggest that Woolf’s Orlando demonstrates that there are certain 

gender traits, as Serano suggest, that occur naturally; and, at the same time, there are certain 

behaviours that have been predicated by a sexist culture, and assimilated by its individuals 

through “performative” acts.  

In conclusion, Julia Serano’s experiences as a trans woman call into question to some 

extent previous assumptions about the meaning of gender—more specifically, its 

constructivist approach. In Woolf’s novel, Orlando and other characters, especially the 

Archduchess/Archduke and Shel, represent transgender individuals—for they “defy societal 
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expectations … regarding femaleness and maleness” (Serano 2016, 25)—who exceed the 

limits of gender; and, above all, help us understand that gender is none of the definitions it is 

commonly assumed to be and, simultaneously, all of them. The aim of this last section is to 

suggest that, in order to comprehend gender—and our own gender—, we should also take 

into consideration trans people’s experiences. What is gender, then? We might not know its 

exact meaning, but Virginia Woolf’s Orlando constitutes a whole universe for literary 

imagination in which to explore its multiple possibilities. 
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METHODOLOGY 

 

The impact of feminist and women’s studies—and their multidisciplinary and intersectional 

methodologies—has been enormously influential in academia since the mid-twentieth 

century. Feminists of the late nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries—mostly suffragists 

among other politically active women—had a great impact on second-wave feminism. 

However, many women groups and communities were ignored by white feminists’ demands. 

In the 1970s, feminism, as a branch of study, multiplied and included the intersectional 

analysis lacking in this field, which has contributed to enrich the movement, to recognise its 

plurality and to reveal that there are different axes of oppression.  

On the other hand, feminist studies have also had a great impact on the literary scene; 

as well as literary studies, as I will explore here, also demonstrate their relevance for feminist 

and women’s research. Virginia Woolf, the woman writer who lived between late 

Victorianism and Modernism, captured in her novels, essays and biographical accounts her 

concerns on women’s social and political disregard on both the literary realm and the general 

intellectual, economic and geopolitical atmosphere of the period. In addition, Woolf also took 

advantage of her influence to fight for the women’s cause. Volumes used in this study, such 

as Virginia Woolf: Women and Writing (edited by Michèle Barrett), which collects Woolf’s 

essays on women, or Clara Jones’s (2017) Virginia Woolf: Ambivalent Activist, demonstrate 

the influence the British writer has exercised in the field of feminism and women’s studies 

until today. A Room of One’s Own, her essay on and for women, was written almost a century 

ago, and it is still debated within feminist circles as well as within the field of literary studies 

as a feminist text. Literature, especially fiction as Woolf suggests, has served to illustrate the 

socio-political reality. My study has been motivated, primarily, by this aim to explore 
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Virginia Woolf’s Orlando as a feminist text; and, in addition, to situate it within the scope of 

LGBTQ+ critical theory, especially transgender, and to highlight its multidisciplinary 

approach with regard to the way the British writer illustrates the meaning of gender.  

Therefore, what is gender? It is also worth highlighting that gender and gender 

studies—intertwined with anthropology, sociology, psychology and psychoanalysis—

progressively widened its scope to gay and lesbian subjects, and ultimately embraced (or 

divorced into) queer theory and transgender studies. With respect to psychoanalysis, I would 

like to briefly point out its impact on literary theory as well. Many works discussing the 

relevance of psychoanalytical theories within works of literature have been published; and, 

in addition, psychological and psychoanalytical approaches have also been taken into 

consideration when theorising gender and sexuality.  

What is queer theory? The word queer, which was initially used as an insult against 

homosexuals, eventually became appropriated by the community. Queer theorists suggest 

that sexualities and gender identities originate from social interaction; in other words, gender 

is a social construction. Judith Butler’s (1990) Gender Trouble—in my dissertation I will 

refer to the 2007 edition—has become one of the most relevant theorists of sexuality and 

gender performativity within contemporary debates. However, as scholar Julia Serano’s 

works illustrate in this study, transgender people demonstrate that, to some extent, their 

masculine or feminine behaviours occur “naturally,” as well as the way they feel to be a 

certain sex different from the one assigned at birth. Transgender studies have truly enriched 

the LGBTQ+ discussion, and also pose a challenge towards specific claims by feminists and 

queer theorists alike. What is more, trans people and especially trans women have also 

entered the field of feminist criticism since their experiences also evince the sexual 

stereotypes that have been reproduced and are still present today.  
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With regard to Virginia Woolf’s Orlando, it is worth highlighting that it has been 

widely discussed as a lesbian text due to its relation to Vita Sackville-West, who had a love 

affair in the early 1920s with the British writer, afterwards evolving into a long friendship 

until Woolf’s death. However, the analysis of lesbian desire in the novel also evinces the 

sexist practices of the socio-cultural atmosphere of the late Victorian period and the early 

twentieth century in England; and, at the same time, it demonstrates Virginia Woolf’s 

deconstruction of both the masculine/feminine and the hetero/homo binaries. What is more, 

cross-identifying or transgender subjects in the novel, and the changes of sex evince that 

these gender non-conforming characters call into question previously assumed notions of 

gender. My aim in this study is to open up the possibility to read Virginia Woolf’s Orlando 

as a trans-feminist text, which implies—without erasing specific axes of oppression and other 

multiple women’s demands—that the meaning of gender is not fixed; consequently, it should 

also take into consideration transgender individuals’ experiences to discuss its dynamics in 

order to analyse the sexist reality. Ultimately, my work has been motivated by the 

multidisciplinary approach of literary, feminist and LGBTQ+ studies, within which Woolf’s 

fantasy novel stands out. However, it is also worth noting that this may also evince certain 

limits in any work on literary and critical theory since these individual experiences and 

theories rarely demonstrate a wide agreement, and different authors usually take diverse 

perspectives on specific matters. The views expressed here, more specifically the ones 

regarding gender and transgender, might be perceived otherwise by other gender and 

transgender theorists. 

For this purpose, the method I will use here will be that of close reading and textual 

analysis. In this regard, I will engage in a careful reading of Woolf’s novel and discuss several 

extracts and chapters to situate them, on the whole, within the British writer’s historical and 
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social context of late Victorian and early Modernist periods with respect to questions of 

feminism, gender and sexuality; and also with the aim of analysing Orlando as a 

contemporary reading regarding such matters. I would also like to mention that throughout 

this study I may also allude to specific fragments or sections from the narrative several times 

in order to discuss multiple readings or different perspectives with regard to the same piece. 

First, I will use primary and secondary sources to illustrate the necessary historical 

background of women’s movements during Virginia Woolf’s times and the essential 

biographical context in relation to the women’s cause. In the first section I will also analyse 

Orlando in comparison to the later feminist essay A Room of One’s Own in order to explore 

the similarities between both works—regarding both genre and content—with the aim of 

situating, on the one hand, the fantasy novel within the context of feminist texts and, on the 

other hand, to demonstrate that Woolf’s concerns that led her to write the novel stemmed 

from the process of writing Orlando.  

In the second section, I will focus on several examples, specially the fifth chapter, to 

explore Victorian dynamics of gender and how the British writer navigates through the 

narrative with the use of certain metaphors and episodes that expose late nineteenth-century 

sexual and gender norms for women. In addition, I will also explore Virginia Woolf’s literary 

techniques to transgress such norms. In this sense, I will make use of biographical texts and 

works of literary theory on Virginia Woolf so as to analyse how the different examples to 

which I allude illustrate the aspects discussed. In the third section, dedicated to notions of 

gender and sexuality, I will focus first on the historical background of homosexuality, 

lesbianism, and gender and sexual inversion in order to situate Orlando in this context; and 

I will select certain instances or discuss specific episodes from the narrative in comparison 

to the different historical and literary sources. On the other hand, I will analyse how the 
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dynamics exercised by more contemporary notions widely discussed in feminist and gender 

studies—such as compulsory heterosexuality or oppositional sexism—work and are 

illustrated in Orlando. Furthermore, I will also perform a close reading of other sources used 

in this study—specially Julia Serano’s texts, together with Jay Prosser’s, Gayle Salamon’s 

and  Chris Coffman’s views—with the aim of situating such matters in the context of Woolf’s 

novel, and demonstrate that Virginia Woolf deals with notions of gender and sexuality that 

are still continuously being discussed nowadays. 

To conclude, I would like to point out that the close reading of the novel and other 

texts, and the analysis of different sources—both primary and secondary—in field of Woolf 

Studies and in the context of Orlando constitute a rich method to illustrate the historical and 

biographical background of the British writer, her literary techniques and aesthetics, her 

concerns and ethics poured in the novel, and to show, once again, how her narrative serves 

as a crucial example to discuss specific matters even today. However, it is also worth 

highlighting certain limitations of these methods—and, in general, of literary and critical 

theory as well—since the interpretation of literary texts, among other questions discussed in 

this study—especially with regard to feminism, gender and sexuality—might not always 

offer a fully objective picture. In this regard, it is important to acknowledge that the different 

assumptions and interpretations of the texts we perform are somewhat dependent on our 

personal views, and on the approaches and sources we select to carry out such analyses. 
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SECTION I 

SUFFRAGE, ANTI-SUFFRAGE AND FEMINISM IN VIRGINIA WOOLF’S 

BRITAIN 
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Chapter 1 

 

FEMINISM AT THE TURN OF THE CENTURY 

 

1. Introduction 

 

My objective in this section is to provide an understanding in general terms of women’s 

responses to their social status with respect to men during Victorian times and early twentieth 

century. The specific aim is to provide a background in order to understand Virginia Woolf’s 

writings and her insights towards the emancipation of women, their access to the public 

realm, and the political and civic fight. For this reason, a brief history of the beginnings of 

the feminist movements and the suffrage campaigns in Britain during the second part of the 

nineteenth century and later on during the early 1900s will cast some light regarding the 

transition from a Victorian society to the modernity in which Virginia Woolf was born and 

lived. She has been considered since then one of the major figures of the early waves of the 

feminist discourse, and her works—her famous essays A Room of One’s Own and the later 

Three Guineas above all—have also been read as feminist texts and manifestos. Woolf, as a 

writer and as a personality related to the world of art and literature, and to the world of 

academia within the Bloomsbury group in London, was concerned about the debasement and 

the invisibility of the intellectual status of women throughout history. This is, for example, 

the central discussion in A Room of One’s Own.  

On the other hand, not only is it required to comprehend suffragist movements so as 

to understand women’s views and responses to their subjugation by a masculine society, but 

to learn how, for instance, anti-suffragist women also responded to the intellectual 
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degradation of women in similar ways even though their ultimate aim was not the vote—this 

later view had more in common with Woolf’s feminist vision. Consequently, I will also 

analyse in this section some of the anti-suffragists’ views about women’s intellectual 

degradation and their actions taken in order to transform that situation. However, at the same 

time maternity, femininity and separate gender roles were also considered primordial 

womanly features. As I will explain, many women regarded the vote as an unnecessary tool 

to obtain rights and, moreover, they believed that accessing the masculine public realm would 

risk their roles as mothers of the nation. This is why, although the access to education and 

universities by women was one of their central issues, they were not interested in breaking 

traditional gender roles and supported separate sphere ideology. In addition, their fear of 

being physically assaulted by men and the idea of losing the little power obtained during the 

second half of the nineteenth century contributed to their negative vision of the suffragists 

when the campaigns began in the early 1900s.  

Woolf herself—who did not want to be referred as a feminist, and who associated the 

term to the violent actions by the Suffragettes and other unsuccessful raids conducted by 

women campaigners—believed her role as a woman writer was to expose and criticise 

conservative sexist ideas that still remained after the turn of the century, and advocate 

women’s intellectual development from a pacifist and non-violent point of view. As an 

example of the New Woman of the twentieth century, Woolf entered the public sphere—and 

made her characters enter it too—and created with her husband, Leonard Woolf, their own 

publishing house: The Hogarth Press. By contrast, she also contemplated the private domain 

as a site for women’s thriving. As one of the major figures of early feminism in the twentieth 

century, it is vastly relevant to understand Woolf’s cultural and social background in Britain 

during those times. 
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2. Suffrage in Britain 

 

The history of women’s suffrage campaign as an organised movement in Britain begins, as 

Susan Kingsley Kent (2004) points out, in April 1866, when Barbara Bodichon, Jessie 

Bourchette, Emily Davies and Elizabeth Garrett started a petition to demand votes for women 

(185). John Stuart Mill’s election to the House of Commons made it possible to raise this 

question in Parliament the next year—the Reform Act of 1867—but unfortunately without 

any success. On the other hand, Edward Raymond Turner (1913) mentions earlier references 

of the beginning of the suffrage cause: more specifically he refers to the work of the 

Quakeress Anne Kent, who “led to the formation of the Sheffield Female Political 

Association” in 1857—which, according to the author, became “the first suffragist 

organization” (589). Regarding the actions taken by different women to grant 

enfranchisement, Kent (2004) also describes in this matter the formation of the Manchester 

Women’s Suffrage Committee by activist Lydia Becker in 1867, and the subsequent suffrage 

societies in London, Edinburgh and Bristol—which were initially independent and finally 

required a central body: the London National Society for Women’s Suffrage. Their aim was 

to raise the status of women such as providing married women with earnings and property, 

providing educational opportunities, or access to higher education and occupations. Granting 

the vote meant being equal citizens and, consequently, having the same rights in these 

aspects. However, as we can see, the vote was not their only aim. Other early actions include 

Emily Davies and Elizabeth Garrett’s founding of the Kensington Society in 1865 so as to 

promote higher education among women, and the opening of Girton College in Cambridge 

by Garrett or the founding of the Manchester Ladies’ Literary Society by Becker, among 
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other measures, which contributed to women’s intellectual development during those years. 

In addition, for instance women also received support from the Social Science Association, 

which passed the Married Women’s Property Act in 1870. 

 It is also interesting to point out—with respect to the causes that might have led 

women during the nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries to organise themselves for 

their recognition as equal citizens—the fact that there were larger numbers of women than 

men. Turner (1913) analyses in his article “The Women’s Suffrage Movement in England” 

this aspect, highlighting that under marriage laws women were bound to their husbands: “the 

existence of a woman was merged absolutely in that of her partner.” Women owed obedience 

to their husbands and they were responsible for their behaviour (590). A woman’s personal 

property, the author emphasises, became her husband’s, as well as the revenue of her estates. 

“She had no legal existence, she could make no contract. The children belonged to the father” 

(591). However, unmarried women kept the same legal status as men. Turner (1913) 

highlights that nearly 400,000 women exceeded men at the beginning of the twentieth 

century; being this figure nearly 1,200,000 in the year 1913 (592). The author suggests that 

the numbers demonstrate that many women remained unmarried and, consequently, became 

economically independent; for this reason, they “believed that great changes were necessary 

for their welfare, and that these changes could only be obtained with the ballot” (593). 

Returning to the suffrage cause, Kent (2004) also emphasises John Stuart Mill’s and 

wife Harriet Taylor Mill’s contribution to the movement as fundamental during that early 

period of the campaign. Taylor Mill’s “Enfranchisement of Women” (1851) and her 

husband’s The Subjection of Women—published in 1869, although it was written years 

earlier—discuss their views on sexual politics in power relations. Concerning this issue, Les 

Garner (1984) also points out John Stuart Mill’s work as one of the major discourses in 
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women’s liberation. The author argues that, for Mill, “the principles of equality and freedom 

of choice should apply to both sexes and he was critical of the socialisation of women” (3). 

Returning to Kent’s (2004) text, she writes that the Mills’ writings “provided a theoretical 

foundation for the arguments suffragists advanced throughout their fifty-year campaign” 

(188). She also adds that they regarded the separate sphere ideology as a tool by men to 

subject women: 

 

The Mills pointed out that the distinctions between the sexes imposed by society were 

purported to be those delineated by nature, that the private sphere belonged to woman, and 

the public sphere to men, because of biological and physiological differences between the 

two. Separate sphere ideology, encompassing the notion of natural differences between the 

sexes, justified the exclusion of women from power and reinforced and perpetuated the 

stereotype of women as “the Sex,” making them vulnerable to abuse by men. (189) 

 

This conceptualisation of nature/biology versus society/culture of sex and gender has been 

since the advent of second wave feminism widely discussed until nowadays, and it is still 

today the major distinction given when analysing power relations between men and women: 

we have been socialised according to our genitals, but there is no biological evidence of 

men’s superiority and mastery over women. However, Kent (2004) does not mention that; 

despite John Stuart Mill’s ideas regarding the rights of women, he believed that there were 

actually natural roles for men and women. For instance, he writes in On the Subjection of 

Women the following words: “the common arrangement by which the man earns the income 

and the wife superintends the domestic expenditure, seems to me in general the most suitable 

division of labour between the two” (38; cited in Garner 1984, 3). Despite these words, as 
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Kent (2004) points out, “[h]is analysis of women’s position, the power and scope of which 

amazed feminists when the book was reissued in the 1960s, was seized upon by suffragists” 

(188). 

As Kent (2004) also discusses in her work, even though feminists in the nineteenth 

century did not possess the instruments feminists have today, during those times feminists 

also criticised masculinity in terms of a cultural and not a biological construction (161). The 

author also adds that feminists believed that their degraded condition as women was due to 

a socialisation process which was “reinforced by scientific and medical ‘proof’ and 

legitimized by law, that encouraged a belief in the natural, biologically ordained sex drive of 

men” (162). It is also relevant to acknowledge the fact that, following Kent’s (2004) 

discussion, “masculinity and male sexuality were not biologically determined but culturally 

constructed,” and male behaviour could consequently be changed. For the same reason, 

femininity and female sexuality were also “a product of environment and socialization” 

(162). Kent (2004) adds that feminists’ ultimate aim was “to transform the cultural 

constructions of femininity and masculinity so as to create a better society in which the 

‘natural’ equality and freedom of men and women might be realized” (163). With regard to 

this idea and returning to the writings by the Mills, according to Kent (2004), their purpose 

was to “eliminate the notions of separate spheres and natural differences between the sexes 

insisted upon by patriarchy” (189-190). The writer also adds that Harriet truly believed that, 

on the one hand, “cultural constructions of masculinity and femininity bore no relation to the 

reality of male and female character” (190), and, regarding sexuality, on the other hand, she 

believed in the difference in the conception of the Victorian nature of sexuality in which boys 

grow up with freedom and girls with a great sense of purity was due to socialisation.  
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Moreover, Kent (2004) says that John Stuart Mill thought that the first step towards 

enfranchisement was the reconstruction of the cultural stereotypes of masculinity and 

femininity, which is—as I suggested above—one of our major concerns in today’s discussion 

of feminism. Mill also pointed out that one of the greatest reasons so as not to give women 

access to the public sphere was that it implied a corresponding power which men would 

obtain in the private realm. Kent (2004) describes the following period after 1870 until the 

arrival of the Women’s Social and Political Union in 1903—with mother and daughters 

Emmeline, and Christabel and Sylvia Pankhurst—as a diffused and muted interval of the 

movement. The writer argues that militancy began in October 1905 when suffragists 

Christabel Pankhurst and Annie Kenney demanded of the Liberal party to support women’s 

suffrage, and their demand was responded by being bodily thrown out: “Their treatment at 

the hands of men spurred many women into action” (172-173). 

During the first decade of the twentieth century and the first years of the nineteenth-

tens, political debates and proposals around women’s enfranchisement also invaded the 

British Parliament. As Turner (1913) points out, new tactics appeared in the political 

spectrum, and many women began interrupting political meetings, bounding or chaining 

themselves to pillars and chairs, or shouting. The author comments that in the year 1906 the 

Liberal Party came into power, and “many of the suffragists hoped that at last their desires 

would be fulfilled.” In May 1908 Prime Minister H. H. Asquith even announced that, if an 

amendment for the women’s vote were introduced in the announced proposal of a bill for 

electoral reform, he would not impede it (604). Furthermore, in 1910 the Parliament formed 

a “conciliation committee” in order to allow suffragist advocates in both parties to draft a bill 

which would be accepted by all of them. This draft resulted in enfranchisement for “women 

householders or occupiers.” However, even though this bill passed a second reading, the 
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Prime Minister did not grant the necessary facilities. As a consequence, suffrage societies 

and their supporters organised processions, “and a gathering in Hyde Park was attended by 

half a million people.” This led H. H. Asquith to promise that, were his party to dominate the 

next parliament, “he would give facilities for a women’s suffrage bill” (Turner 1913, 605). 

The Prime Minister’s promise gave some hope to women suffragists and supporters 

again; however, it was unfulfilled. For this reason, this eventually led suffragettes to take 

some violent public actions in November 1911 and in March 1912. Turner (1913) states that 

“from 1911 to 1913 there was a veritable rebellion of the suffragettes against the government 

of England” (606). I would also like to point out Turner’s (1913) words with respect to these 

women. The author declares that 

 

they acted with the greatest hardihood and boldness, reviving for modern days the grandest 

traditions of the warrior women of the past. They stopped at nothing to accomplish their 

purpose, and refused all compromise. In many cases there can be no doubt that their motives 

were lofty and pure, and that they were willing to endure martyrdom for their sex and for the 

welfare of the world. (606) 

 

However, the author also points out that their violent actions led many people, even 

suffragists themselves, to think that women’s cause had been harmed, resulting in the defeat 

of the conciliation bill in March 1912. Moreover, “after all the years of striving and 

endeavour, the suffragists found themselves left with nothing more than the old expedient, 

so often discredited, of the private member’s bill” (607). Turner (1913) also states that during 

1912 suffragettes lost supporters and the following year they needed police protection as well 

(607), and claims that “the cause is in disrepute because of the militant women” (608). 
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 With respect to the women’s cause within the political spectrum of the United 

Kingdom during the late nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth centuries, the 

instances analysed above prove that the suffragist movements played a relevant role which 

shaped the political game for many years. Not only was the issue carried to the House of 

Commons once, but several times between John Stuart Mill’s election as a Member of 

Parliament and the years previous to the Great War. However, women militants organised 

themselves in different groups which sometimes clashed because of their actions; 

consequently, women’s associations were not a homogenous organisation, and even some 

disparities aroused among their members. As I have stated above—and will detail later—, 

the violence and force used by the Suffragettes was considered by many other suffragists and 

supporters of the cause as an unnecessary measure that put female enfranchisement at risk. 

 

2.1. The National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies and the Women’s Social 

and Political Union 

 

After the turn of the century, suffrage societies which stemmed from those early associations 

were organised in order to obtain the vote and grant some other rights for women. The 

discussion within these movements ranged from enfranchisement to working conditions, 

sexuality or maternal roles, for instance, and some suffrage societies contemplated more 

radical views than others. In regards to this matter, Les Garner’s (1984) work provides a 

detailed account of the different suffrage societies in Britain. To begin with, I would like to 

offer a brief account of the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies. The author 

describes it as the largest ‘non-militant’ organisation that “fought for votes for women” (11). 

According to Garner (1984), the NUWSS “was a democratic organisation with an elected 
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president, Millicent Garrett Fawcett, and a national executive committee. Policy was decided 

by the membership through annual, or occasionally bi-annual, conferences” (11). Its 

members were not identified with uniquely one political party and the Union gathered within 

its committee women associated with the Tories, the Liberals, and the socialist and Labour 

movements. Garner (1984) claims that its democratic structure “was much more likely to 

respond to and to reflect the needs of women than was the autocratic WSPU [The Women’s 

Social and Political Union]” (11). Furthermore, “[a]lthough increasingly responsive to 

working class women, it appears that, in the national literature at least, the Union felt little 

could be done to ameliorate their position without the vote” (Garner 1984, 14).  

On the other hand, Garner (1984) argues that suffragists first “could argue that calls 

for wider opportunities for women, alongside an acceptance of women’s ‘natural’ interests, 

were not necessarily contradictory” (14). The writer also adds that, for instance, suffragist 

Lady McLaren’s “proposals were based on the notion that housework and childcare were 

indeed solely the responsibility of women” (15). As I will discuss later again, traditional 

separation of realms and duties between men and women—and its understanding as the 

natural state of order—was not inconsistent with feminist thought and their demands for the 

right to vote or to have access to the public sphere as well as men. Nonetheless, these currents 

of thought within the NUWSS were not incompatible with any other voices and, after the 

reorganisation of the Union in 1909, the feminist debate expanded due to its identification 

“with the Labour movement and with working class women” (Garner 1984, 15). 

Garner (1984) explains that, due to the ongoing failure to gain enfranchisement, the 

national leadership felt “the need for a mass campaign and for a closer alliance with the 

Labour movement.” The alliance began in the middle of 1912 under the Election Fighting 

Fund (EFF) policy (16). However, the author points out that this alliance was for many 
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women in the Union “a purely strategic move to pressurise the Liberals” (17). She adds that, 

for instance, “Millicent Fawcett herself supported the new policy for tactical reasons rather 

than through a desire to associate the Union with socialism” (17). On the other hand, this 

does not deny the fact that many women in the NUWSS who supported the EFF were actually 

in favour of a “broader association with the Labour Party” (18). Garner (1984) also explains 

that throughout this new period, for example, The Common Cause—the Union’s 

publication—wrote about wealth redistribution and “increasingly linked the suffrage cause 

with that of the Labour movement” (19). Consequently, the Union adopted a position that 

went beyond their demand for votes for women linking emancipation to class. Some more 

radical ideas within the feminist thought of its lines emerged but, as I have already mentioned, 

“there was still a strong current of opinion within the Union that accepted both the political 

structure and the idea of the women’s sphere” (Garner 1984, 21).  Regarding sexuality, 

Garner (1984) also remarks that “many women adopted the apparent safety of monogamous 

marriage and the demand, not for a change in the moral ideal, but that men also live up to it.” 

Moreover, “references to contraception … were extremely rare.” The author explains that 

there was a silence with regard to the public discussion of sex “although the Union was 

clearly willing to criticise sexual oppression” (22).  

Regarding the advent of the Great War, there was a split within the Union. Garner 

(1984) points out that president Millicent Fawcett expressed her support for it. However, 

many other women were pacifists and were critical of the president’s posture. This pro-war 

policy of the organisation would have led pacifist Virginia Woolf, as I will discuss later, to 

have such negative opinions of the suffrage campaign. The British writer, even though she 

identified at the beginning with the suffrage cause, finally distanced herself from it and 

criticised it, for example, in her novel Night and Day. Returning to the Union’s position 
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towards the war, Garner (1984) explains that, for many supporters for peace within the 

organisation, suffragism was rooted in democratic equality and not “based on physical force.” 

This position “condemned the War as resulting from a world made by men and as contrary 

to true suffragist and democratic principles” (24)—this view of the war as the result of the 

actions by men has also been a major analysis in Woolf’s Three Guineas. As a result, the 

pro-war posture caused many resignations from the Union by women who did not support 

their president’s stance.  

Furthermore, after the conflict, according to Garner (1984), their “identification with 

working class women had gone” (26). The author reminds us that “a major component of 

suffragist feminism … prevented a fundamental analysis of sex role stereotyping and of a 

woman’s role in the family from emerging.” Consequently, “the National Union’s demand 

for the vote implied that emancipation could have come through a reform of the political 

structure, rather than through its complete transformation” (27). Deborah Cohler (2010) also 

explains this idea within the NUWSS’s lines. The author states that the image of a womanly 

woman was that of the “maternal and attentive to her family … who could engage in the 

existing political establishment rather than disrupt and destroy it.” For moderate suffragists, 

there was a modern femininity which needed to be completed throughout the vote (48-49). 

 

On the other hand, the nature of the Women’s Social and Political Union differed 

significantly. Garner (1984) points out that the WSPU’s political and feminist ideas “move 

away from its socialist and Labour background” even though it had a close relationship with 

working class organisations during the early days of the movement (44). Moreover, it “clearly 

regarded class division as unimportant and what increasingly mattered was the oppression of 

women” (Garner 1984, 53). In contrast to the NUWSS, it was an undemocratic organisation 
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which followed the orders of its leaders, the Pankhursts. However, as a militant and feminist 

campaign, their aim was to destroy the stereotype of women as fragile and “incapable of 

physical force” (Garner 1984, 48). Moreover, as Mayhall (2000) highlights, “Suffragette 

militancy enacted the radical idea that citizens had the right to resist tyrannical authority” 

and, for this reason, as a militant organisation, the WSPU argued the idea of the use of 

physical force in the negotiations with parliament (344). The author also points out that their 

insistence on their right to resist the government “emerged from a long tradition of British 

radical protest.” Their use of resistance and physical force became an ideological category 

which would stem from the “legal right grounded in the constitution” and evolve “into an 

argument for the moral responsibility of suffragettes to resist the enforcement of law” (346). 

Furthermore, it is of great relevance to highlight that the imperialist and racial ideas 

also permeated their lines. Garner (1984) says that Christabel Pankhurst attacked men’s lust 

in racial terms since “[s]he denounced men’s vice for degenerating the national stock and for 

weakening the Empire through the production of half-caste children” (Suffragette May 8 

1914, 86; cited in Garner 1984, 50). The militant organisation of the suffragettes sought 

actions that, according to Deborah Cohler (2010), “radically reconfigured what ‘femininity’ 

and ‘citizenship’ meant for early twentieth-century culture” (52). Cohler (2010) adds that: 

 

The militants consistently exceeded the boundaries of womanhood, first by appearing in the 

traditionally masculine public spaces at public meetings (just as moderates did), then by 

disrupting such meetings, and finally taking up violent and destructive strategies expected 

less of female reformers than of male revolutionaries. … In juxtaposition with that of 

moderate suffragists, the militant suffragettes’ platform advocated action over advocacy—as 

their slogan expressed it, “deeds, not words.” (52-53) 
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In this respect, Alex Zwerdling (1986) remarks that the early actions by the WSPU were 

peaceful. However, after “political persuasion had failed, the Suffragettes first advocated and 

used violence.” In July 1909, the suffragettes took up stone-throwing against government 

buildings. The arrested women began a hunger strike in prison, which resulted in, as 

Zwerdling points out, many women sympathising with the movement: 

 

The window-breakers and disrupters of the peace were arrested and for the first time chose 

to adopt the method of the hunger strike. This decision, as well as the government’s retaliation 

by forcibly feeding the women prisoners, created a sensation and was fully reported in the 

Times and other newspapers that fall. Stories of women brutalized and assaulted, washed out 

of their cells with hoses, starving themselves into exhaustion and serious illness, held down 

by warders while doctors forced feeding tubes into their nostrils, all helped to create an image 

of the Suffragettes as victims and martyrs that brought many formerly apolitical women into 

the movement. (212-213) 

 

Susan Kent (2004) explains that, after these actions, a Conciliation Committee with 

members of all parties was formed to draft the Conciliation Bill, which “would enjoy the 

support of all shades of political opinion” (199). The WSPU “called a truce in militancy” 

which was immediately abandoned after the bill was demolished. On November 18, 

Emmeline Pankhurst and Elizabeth Garrett Anderson led the suffragettes from Caxton Hall 

to Parliament, which resulted in being “attacked and sexually molested by police and male 

bystanders” (Kent 2004, 199-200). This incident was baptised as the “Black Friday.” As 

Cohler (2010) remarks, their campaign included: 
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The willful destruction of property through arson, rock throwing, golf-course bleaching, mass 

window breaking, destruction of art in museums, smaller acts of sabotage, … personal bodily 

sacrifice through protest in the street, attempts to force their way into the House of Commons 

to see the prime minister, the sacrifice of individual lives following hunger and thirst strikes 

in prison, and the singular case of Emily Wilding Davison, who dies after throwing herself 

in front of the king’s horse at Derby Day on May 31, 1913. (53) 

 

As I have stated earlier, these violent actions would have made Virginia Woolf refrain from 

joining the suffragist movements, or share their view of using violence to obtain the much-

needed privileges for women. 

Furthermore, it is relevant to acknowledge that the suffragettes’ struggle stems from 

their opposition to the separate sphere ideology, and from their reconfiguration of masculine 

and feminine standards. Susan Kent (2004) understands that the sexual abuse these women 

received was due to that aspect. She claims that “[t]he ideology equated women in public 

with prostitutes—public women whose appearance indicated their possession of sexual 

knowledge and their quest for sex” (200). Furthermore, regarding women’s sexuality, 

feminist discourse has always denounced the fact that their sexuality has always been defined 

in terms of masculine desire and by men. Kent (2004) explains that suffragists pointed out 

that the male monopoly of those times extended beyond politics, economy and the 

organisation of the society; men’s power expanded into the personal as well: 

 

Men controlled the scientific and cultural institutions that defined sexuality; they had 

constructed a paradigm of female sexuality that reflected and served their sexual and 
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psychological definitions of masculinity. … This phenomenon helps to explain why 

suffragists focused so much of their attention on sexual issues and consciously associated 

them with their demand for the vote: they were convinced of the intimate connection between 

their exclusion from political power and their sexual powerlessness and vulnerability. 

Separate sphere ideology neatly encompassed and justified both aspects of their 

powerlessness; it imposed a male-defined sexual organization upon women and barred their 

way from positions of power that might challenge that organization. (208) 

 

However, as I have suggested earlier, suffragists’ and suffragettes’ concern about female 

sexuality was not to achieve sexual freedom but to make men subscribe to their moral 

standards of sexual purity—which were characteristic of nineteenth-century femininity.  

Cohler (2010) explains that “[m]ilitant suffragettes further reconfigured gender 

through attacks on male sexuality and valorizations of female chastity” (56). This is, 

according to the author, one of the major concerns in Christabel Pankhurst’s The Great 

Scourge and How to End It (1913): 

 

Unlike her moderate colleagues, Christabel Pankhurst enthusiastically linked sexuality to 

political reform; The Great Scourge revises definitions of sexuality, masculinity, and 

femininity through a discussion of sexual, rather than political or social, behavior. She argues 

that female enfranchisement is vital to the sexual, as well as social, health of individual men 

and women and thus to the survival of England itself. (Cohler 2010, 56) 

 

This alludes again to the concept of racial purity of the Empire. Cohler (2010) mentions that 

in Pankhurst’s text she warns women about marriage and explains that women should refrain 

from marrying “until men are as chaste as women” implying that men were the cause of 
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venereal disease and would weaken the race (58). She separates marriage and maternity; and, 

for her, it was a wise election to not marry so as save the British race: Christabel “inverted 

such sexual ideology so that blame for its failure rested on British men, not on women” (59). 

In conclusion, Cohler (2010) explains that suffragettes were at the same time violating 

traditional standards of masculinity and femininity through their actions, and appropriating 

the nineteenth-century discourse of womanhood. Aware of these transgressions, militants 

used strategies which situated them within the discourse of traditional femininity “through 

rhetorics of English radicalism, spirituality, racial motherhood, and sexual purity” (60). This 

way they would dissipate the fear felt by men—and many women—with respect to 

motherhood and femininity since, as Turner points out (1913), it was believed that, if women 

engaged in politics, they would “probably be less willing to marry.” The state would 

apparently “suffer grievously,” and the home duties as mothers and wives would be neglected 

(599). 

Nonetheless, in my view, this ideology expresses quite a contradiction since the 

suffragists’ and suffragettes’ aim was to overthrow a masculine discourse of women’s 

sexuality through advocating the pure sexuality of the nineteenth century, which was actually 

constructed by men. Christabel Pankhurst is appropriating the masculine discourse of 

sexuality and claiming it her own, and blaming men for not following the standards they 

established for women. In this respect, when reading these accounts of suffragist women and 

about the history of early suffragism in Britain, we cannot deny that Victorian chastity and 

monogamy are described in terms of means which were designed to maintain women within 

the private realm and under masculine control. Consequently, re-appropriating this discourse 

by women does not seem to be the most coherent strategy to fight patriarchy. Les Garner 

(1984) also remarks this contradiction by the WSPU and suffragism in general: “On the one 
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hand, it called for greater opportunities for women, while, on the other, it accepted that their 

natural role lay in the domestic and maternal spheres” (51). However, it is understandable 

that, due to much opposition by moderate women and anti-suffragist women and men, this 

posture was a much more secure approach to obtain both the vote and political—as well as 

civic—rights during those times. Moreover, although the domestic role of women was a 

relevant concern within suffragism, Garner (1984) points out that Christabel and others 

believed that women ought to be paid for their domestic chores (51). This proves that, despite 

these contradictory terms within the feminist discourse of the early twentieth century, 

suffragists sought the recognition of women’s right to be members of society on the same 

terms as men. This strategy, as I will detail later, is also one of the major concerns 

contemplated by anti-suffragist women who—despite considering the female vote a risky 

manoeuvre that would endanger the acquisition of other necessary rights—also believed that 

maternity, childcare and femininity were pure representations of womanhood. These features 

in women would ensure the acquisition of certain rights without risking both the position of 

men and the traditional domestic realm. 

Returning to the analysis of the WSPU, Garner (1984) remarks that “[d]uring the 

War, the elitist, racist and conservative thinking of the WSPU leadership became crystal 

clear” (56). This position held by the Pankhursts led—similarly to what happened within the 

lines of the NUWSS—the group to split in two. The author also argues that this position in 

favour of the war was also due to the fact that pacifism was regarded as a left-wing cause and 

related to socialist and Labour movements, which, therefore, led the leaders of the 

organisation to support the Great War (57). To conclude, Garner (1984) explains that after 

the transformation of the suffrage society into the Woman’s Party in November 1917, the 

new-born political party drafted a manifesto which included interesting proposals such as 
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equal pay and opportunities, equal parental rights and marriage laws (58). However, “it 

refused to question class differences or to see emancipation other than in terms of gaining 

the vote” (59). This posture reminds us of a later second-wave feminism—rooted actually in 

socialism—in which women are oppressed by men. Nonetheless, we cannot deny that class 

differences play an important role in that scale of oppressions as it has proved modern day 

feminist discourse. 

 

To conclude this section, I would like to point out that both the NUWSS and the WSPU, 

along with other women’s suffrage societies—such as the Women’s Freedom League—also 

shared common views, although they differed in the course of action. As Mayhall (2000) 

argues, the three societies employed methods derived from popular radicalism in 

“emphasizing universalized, liberal political ideals as a means of advancing women's claim 

to citizenship.” Furthermore, the author states that “all three organizations made claims for 

women's right to vote based on the specificity of women's qualities qua women,” and also 

challenged the liberal understanding of the separation of public and private realms 

exclusively based on women’s differences (346). This demonstrates that, despite the diverse 

political backgrounds of the suffrage societies or the misunderstandings among their 

members, these groups—along with the People’s Suffrage Federation or the Women’s Co-

operative Guild—dominated the political spectrum around female enfranchisement during 

the first and pre-war years of the twentieth century.  
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2.2. Other women’s suffrage societies in Britain 

 

The NUWSS and the WSPU were the main twentieth-century female suffrage organisations 

in the country; however, it is also relevant to highlight the role of the Women’s Freedom 

League, which stemmed from its mother society because of differences among their 

members. As Garner (1984) points out, the WFL was founded by suffragette Charlotte 

Despard in November 1907 after an early split within the WSPU due to “the growing 

conservatism of Christabel and her mother” and, consequently, to a “straightforward left and 

right split” within the Union (29). The WFL became a democratic movement more similar to 

the NUWSS in some issues since they held annual conferences to decide policies and to elect 

the national executive committee and president but, in contrast—and similarly to the 

WSPU—, it claimed to be a militant organisation (Garner 1984, 29). In this respect, the 

structure of management between the different individual branches and the central executive 

committee of the society also played a relevant role in the split within the WSPU lines that 

originated the WFL. As Mayhall (2000) points out, the WFL required a more democratic 

system of governance in which the different branches communicated with the headquarters 

in London through representatives in the annual conference held by the League. The different 

individual lines elected their representation for the conference and “these representatives then 

chose the National Executive Committee (NEC), which made policy decisions on basis of 

referenda from the branches.” All actions decided by this Committee depended on the 

approval by the different branches before their implementation. This means that all major 

protests organised by the WLF had been previously debated among its members. By contrast, 

Mayhall (2000) continues, the WSPU “rejected discussion consensus as a means of 
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formulating policy. Headquarters dictated policy; the branches never served as a focal point 

of decision making” (346-347). 

On the other hand, many of the WFL’s views and strategies were shared by the other 

suffrage societies, such as its position towards sex, which, “in common with the NUWSS, 

did not call for greater sexual freedom for women” (Garner 1984, 38). Moreover, as Garner 

(1984) highlights, the WFL “was also critically aware of the unequal position of women 

within marriage” (32). For instance, regarding the issue of the “natural” role of women within 

the domestic sphere, she mentions one radical article published in their newspaper The Vote 

under the title “Women and Freedom” in June 1914. Here the writer, Edith Moore, criticises 

the fact that women’s only purpose in life should be restricted to motherhood and childcare 

(Garner 1984, 33); that is, the private sphere and the domestic chores. Another example of 

the WFL’s views was the fact that they “constantly urged women workers to organise” 

implying that “women’s oppression, or its remedy, was not solely tied to the franchise but 

was connected with the wider economic and social system” (Garner 1984, 35).  

With respect to the similarities between the WFL and the WSPU, both organisations 

shared the underlying principles of the protests held during 1908 and 1909, which were 

based, as Mayhall (2000) highlights, on “orchestrating militancy to advance particular 

interpretations of the constitution and women’s place within it” (349). With regard to this 

matter, Mayhall (2000) argues that the exclusion of women from the constitution originated 

the debate within these societies and became their “predominant mode of militant protest” 

(351). The author claims that “[c]onstitutional dramas articulated the belief, voiced by 

suffragists since the 1860s, that through property ownership certain women met the criteria 

for citizenship as defined by the British constitution” (Taylor 1867, 24; cited in Mayhall 

2000, 351). Furthermore, Mayhall (2000) continues,  
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By the 1880s suffragists had to argue that their rights as citizens had been systematically 

stripped from them by legislative action since the early nineteenth century, producing the 

introduction of the qualifier “male” in the definition of electors in the 1832 Reform Act as 

evidence for this argument. Despite this disenfranchisement, they argued, women continued 

to exercise the obligations of citizenship through the payment of taxes and the discharge of 

other responsibilities, notably in the realm of municipal social reform. (McIlquham 1891, 5, 

8; Stopes 1894, 136-137; Fawcett, 2-3; all cited in Mayhall 2000, 351). 

 

However, despite their common goals, the WSPU and the WFL differed eventually in the 

aspect of using of violence in order to obtain their political requests. According to Mayhall 

(2000), “[b]y late 1909, militants had divided again on the question of the use of physical 

force. The WFL had by that time rejected the use of violence, while WSPU violence spiraled 

upward until Britain declared war on Germany in August 1914” (349). 

 

Another suffrage group which fought for women’s enfranchisement was the People’s 

Suffrage Federation—in which, as I will detail later, young Virginia Woolf was involved. 

Clara Jones (2017) explains that the PSF promoted universal adult suffrage through its 

members both in national newspapers of the period, and self-published pamphlets or 

newsletters. The Federation’s slogan was: “One Man, One Vote; One Woman, One Vote” 

(68). The PSF originated in October 1909 with the aim of “obtain[ing] the Parliamentary 

suffrage for every adult man and woman on a short residential qualification” (Suffrage 

Pamphlets, Appeal for Funds; cited in Jones 2017, 69). These views, as Jones (2017) 

suggests, broke with those of the NUWSS, “which campaigned for votes for women on equal 
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terms with men” (69). By contrast, the PSF’s initial pamphlet indicates that “the present 

franchise law favours property and penalises labour, and the real voice of the people will 

never be heard until manhood and womanhood are the qualifications for voting” (Gertrude 

Tuckwell Papers, 3; cited in Jones 2017, 69). Furthermore, another curious feature of the PSF 

was that this organisation gathered members from other existing suffrage societies and, 

although many women left their previous suffrage groups in order to join the PSF, it allowed 

its members to maintain their original membership (Jones 2017, 69). 

With respect to the PSF’s origin and its executive board, Margaret Llewelyn Davies, 

the president of the Women’s Co-operative Guild, played a central role in the creation of this 

adult suffrage organisation, and became its secretary to the executive committee (Suffrage 

Pamphlets, The First Annual Report of the People’s Suffrage Federation; cited in Jones 2017, 

69). Llewelyn Davies, as Jones (2017) points out, claimed the necessity of an organisation 

campaigning for universal suffrage (69). She believed that female suffrage societies did not 

necessarily represent working-class women—since they intended to support a reform bill 

which excluded working women—and, consequently, the PSF would meet their needs in this 

respect. Apart from Llewelyn Davies, other figures representing the initial executive 

committee came from the women’s arm of the Labour Movement, such as Mary R. Macarthur 

from the Women’s Trade Union League, trade union activist Margaret Bondfield, or the 

Labour Party’s chairman, Arthur Henderson (Jones 2017, 70). Janet Case, Virginia Stephen’s 

tutor, also became a prominent member among the lines of the PSF, and, as Jones (2017) 

suggests, Stephen’s letter to Case after the origin of the Federation—in which the British 

writer offers her help to the Adult Suffragists—“establishes with fair certainty that it was the 

PSF with which Virginia Stephen was affiliated” (71). 
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On the other hand, Jones (2017) also argues that the PSF “inspired hostility from 

other suffrage groups” because they believed that an adult suffrage organisation would 

compromise the moderate reforms the female suffrage societies were pressing for at 

parliament (Holton 1986, 6; cited in Jones 2017, 73). As I have stated earlier, members of 

parliament agreed in several occasions to draft a reform bill which would grant some rights 

with regard to female enfranchisement. In this respect, Jones (2017) describes that the 1910 

Conciliation Bill would probably recognise a limited voting reform in comparison to the 

PSF’s campaign for universal suffrage. The PSF’s reluctance to support the Bill became the 

reason why other groups, in particular the NUWSS, were in tension with the Federation (75). 

The PSF “officially neither support[ed] nor oppose[d] the Conciliation Bill” (The First 

Annual Report, 2; cited in Jones, 75).  

Sandra Holton (1986)—who describes the concept of “class-antagonism” of women 

suffragists—argues that suffragists believed that the PSF’s demands, which requested a more 

radical examination of the voting legislation, would be much more difficult to achieve, and, 

consequently, would endanger the passage of a more limited reform (61; cited in Jones 2017, 

76). However, it would be quite inaccurate, as Jones (2017) claims, to exclusively understand 

the antagonism towards adult suffragists as a measure to protect the interests of the middle-

class, and adds that, following Holton’s work, “the very concept of adult suffrage was deeply 

ambiguous” (76). Holton (1986) argues that this concept could either signify “universal 

franchise with both the property and sex disqualifications removed, or merely the extension 

of the existing sexually exclusive franchise to all adult males” (54; cited in Jones 2017, 76). 

Therefore, as Jones (2017) suggests, adult suffrage could also be contemplated as an 

operation against the cause of female enfranchisement. Most prominent members in the PSF 

had arrived to the organisation from the Labour Movement. Many figures in the PSF 
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considered that women suffragists were uniquely “driven by their self-interest of middle-

class women,” and were contrary to the voting of women (76). Jones (2017) adds that, taking 

this into consideration, the NUWSS’s hostility towards the Federation is more 

understandable (77). 

 

The Women’s Co-operative Guild, founded in 1883, was run by Margaret Llewelyn Davies 

from 1899 until her retirement in 1921. She was a prominent member at the turn of the 

century within the organisation and, as I will point out later, she was also concerned about 

political issues with regard to working-women. Before her election as general secretary, 

Llewelyn Davies had become secretary of the Marylebone branch of the Guild in 1886, and 

her skills secured her leading position in the WCG three years later (Jones 2017, 110-111). 

Llewelyn Davies’s family was well-known for being social reformers, such as her father—

who was involved when founding the Working Men’s Colleges—or her aunt, Emily Davies, 

the “woman suffragist, campaigner for women’s access to the universities and co-founder of 

Girton College, Cambridge” (Jones 2017, 110). Consequently, her background demonstrates 

Llewelyn Davies’s awareness of women’s necessities, especially working-class. 

Returning to the formation of the Women’s Co-operative Guild, as Margaret 

Llewelyn Davies (1904) herself points out, the WCG belongs to the Co-operative Movement. 

In the introductory section of her book on the Guild, she briefly defines each organisation 

within the Movement, which is described in general terms as an Industrial Democracy where 

“industry is carried on by people for the people” (4). The Co-Operative Movement is 

consequently a central body that gathers a number of societies, federations and organisations 

in the United Kingdom. Llewelyn Davies (1904) also highlights the Industrial Co-operative 

Societies, which belong to the Movement, and describes them as “associations of consumers, 
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retailing and manufacturing articles for their own consumption.” She adds details about the 

number of members, fees, interests and profits they might receive, as well as information 

about how these profits would be used afterwards (4). Here I would like to point out the 

concern of this organisation towards social issues among its members since, as the author 

describes, some funds are reserved for educational purposes: “A portion … of the profits is 

usually assigned to an Educational Fund, which provides for the education and recreation of 

the members by means of libraries, lectures, classes, concerts,  teas, &c” (Llewelyn Davies 

1904, 5). Other relevant organisations within the Movement are briefly mentioned, and 

Llewelyn Davies (1904) finishes her introductory notes introducing the WCG: “The 

Women’s Co-operative Guild is an organisation of the women connected with Industrial Co-

operative Societies. It has 363 branches attached to 272 societies in England and Wales, and 

the branches, with a membership of 18,600 women, are federated in the Guild” (6).  

These details in Llewelyn Davies’s (1904) introduction provide significant 

information about the scope and the force of the WCG. As Jones (2017) argues, the different 

historians on the WGC agree that “Llewelyn Davies’s rigorous but inclusive leadership style 

and her commitment to addressing wider and political issues” transformed the organisation 

from “an auxiliary arm of the Co-operative Movement” into “an active, self-governing body 

campaigning on a range of issues impacting on working-class women, significantly divorce 

law reform, care of maternity and adult suffrage” (Cole 1944, 218, and Scott 1997, 140; cited 

in Jones 2017, 110). In the different chapters of Llewelyn Davies’s (1904) work, the author 

not only refers to the relevant role of women within the organisation, but to the significant 

role of the WCG for women among its lines. For example, the author argues that women 

claimed their rights in the workplace and within the Movement because the Guild had taught 

them “their duties” (Llewelyn Davies 1904, 100). She also highlights that the aim of the 
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WCG was not “to seek special representation for itself as a body, but to prepare women, and 

open up chances for them so that they may take their places on a footing of equality beside 

the men throughout the movement” (Llewelyn Davies 1904, 101). 

With respect to women’s suffrage, Llewelyn Davies (1904) points out in her text 

several occasions during the early years of the WCG in which the Guild demonstrated its 

support to the cause. For instance, the author argues that in 1883 the Women’s Suffrage 

movement promoted an appeal to Parliament, “from women of all classes and parties,” to 

vindicate women’s desire to vote. The number of names in favour of the petition within the 

lines of the WCG reached 2,225. In 1897, Llewelyn Davies (1904) continues, when a 

Women’s Suffrage Bill had been presented to the House of Commons, the Guild initiated its 

own actions to support the cause and issued papers entitled “Why Working Women Need the 

Vote.” Support for the Suffrage Bill was successfully acclaimed among the members of the 

WCG and, a few months later, the Guild signed a letter—which appeared in the “Woman’s 

Corner”—condemning the attitude of Member of Parliament Henry Broadhurst, for opposing 

women’s enfranchisement. As a result, twenty-three branches of the WCG passed resolutions 

to protest (Llewelyn Davies 1904, 145). The author also points out that members of the Guild 

participated in other petitions. In this respect, the North of England Suffrage Society 

organised a petition to Parliament in 1900 signed by 29,359 women. The next years, workers 

of the Yorkshire and Cheshire textile presented another petition, which was signed by 31000 

women (Llewelyn Davies 1904, 146). According to Llewelyn Davies (1904), “we see Co-

operative and trade unionist women each approaching the question of the Parliamentary 

suffrage from their own special standpoints of workers and consumers, seeing more clearly 

every day the fundamental importance of the enfranchisement of women” (147). 
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Gillian Scott (1998) argues that the WCG approved in 1904 at the Annual Congress 

a resolution supporting women’s enfranchisement on equal terms with men. However, within 

the lines of the trade-unionists and the Labour Party fear aroused with regard to this issue 

since it was thought that this measure would in fact promote the anti-Labour vote (80). This 

conflict also permeated the discussions within the WCG, but in the end Llewelyn Davies 

“confirmed womanhood or adult suffrage as the Guild’s aim and returned to the question of 

which policy was more likely to achieve this” (Scott 1998, 81). In general terms, the WCG 

was quite active with regard to women’s suffrage, which was widely discussed in the early 

years as well as during the years of the formation of the new women’s suffrage societies at 

turn of the century. In 1906 the Co-operative Union excluded women’s enfranchisement from 

the Congress agenda and, as a result, the WCG began a two-year period of propaganda 

campaign. Eventually, at the 1908 Co-operative Congress, the Union passed a resolution 

which supported the petition of women’s suffrage to Parliament (Scott 1998, 81-82). 

Furthermore, following the Guild’s decision to support adult suffrage, Llewelyn Davies 

became a prominent member in the formation of the People’s Suffrage Federation in 1909. 

As Scott (1998) highlights, “[t]he PSF immediately became the organizational means by 

which guildswomen continued to be active in the suffrage campaign” (84). 

 

2.3. Women’s suffrage societies: their common and ultimate goal 

 

As I have detailed above, all suffragists shared common goals in their fight for women’s vote, 

although some of their actions differed greatly. My aim in that section was to offer a coherent 

background about the suffrage societies—which will also be more detailed in the next part 

through the understanding of the “anti” cause—so as to comprehend Virginia Woolf’s 
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politics and writings, and why she held—according to her—anti-feminist views. The next 

subdivision will also cast some light on similar opinions by suffragists and anti-suffragists 

alike which, to some extent, were also shared by the British writer.  

As I have mentioned in this section, some of the suffrage societies supported the 

labour movement, which was a world in which Virginia Woolf got involved, but far from the 

writer’s reality. Moreover, some suffrage organisations also performed some violent actions 

during their campaigning period and supported the Great War, views opposed to Woolf’s 

pacifism. However, it is of great relevance to understand the suffrage cause in order to shape 

the feminist discourse of Virginia Woolf. In this respect, it is also pertinent to understand that 

Woolf was a writer who belonged to—as her novels prove through her characters—a higher 

class, and to the Bloomsbury group of intellectuals and artists—which also helped 

reconfigure her role as a woman after the loss of both parents. Consequently, I would say her 

major concern was not to intervene in politics—although her message was political—but to 

explore her position as a woman within the public realm, within the realm of literature, and 

to denounce through her written works and public speeches the injustice of a society ruled 

by men, and how the liberation of women would make the world a better place.  

 

3. Antisuffrage in Britain 

 

In order to understand women’s movements in favour of enfranchisement, it is of great 

relevance to acknowledge the antisuffrage movements as well. Since, as Cohler (2010) points 

out, the concept of citizen was united to the masculine world, to the public—“Citizenship 

was opposed to motherhood and equated with military and economic power” (35)—; 

antisuffrage women, who were not physically able to defend their nation, regarded their duty 
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to be the child bearers of the empire: “Women’s domain may extend from this biological 

imperative to a moral guardianship” (Cohler 2010, 35). One of the earliest appreciations of 

the negative to win the right to vote by groups of women was the 1889 article “An Appeal 

against Female Suffrage,” which was written by novelist Mrs Humphry Ward and signed by 

many others, including Virginia Woolf’s mother. Cohler (2010) defines the Victorian writer 

as a “well-known worker for women’s education and social reforms” (36). Consequently, 

how can a woman who is concerned with these issues stand against their political right to be 

a citizen?  

 

3.1. Women’s education: a primary concern during the nineteenth century 

 

Many antisuffragist women were worried about the state of education among women and 

fought for a social reform, but were also concerned about the possible loss of femininity and 

about risking the prestige of motherhood if the barrier to the public sphere were trespassed. 

This is why they advocated the separation of the realms of men and women—and also a 

conservative married life—, even though at the same time they requested more 

responsibilities beyond the house chores; which included a greater intellectual development 

during their education. For instance, in order to illustrate this idea, I would like to analyse an 

article of a Victorian periodical, Fraser’s Magazine, from 1845 titled “An Inquiry into the 

State of Girl’s Fashionable Schools.” Not only does the anonymous author examine the poor 

conditions of the premises, food and health care of the schools for girls at the time; but also 

the poor conditions of the education received, which did not encourage any intellectual 

richness. The author argues that given the condition that women are to become “members of 

a commonwealth, girls should be trained to a sense of high moral responsibility and self-
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dependence” (Fraser’s Magazine, 703). The allusion to this last term is repeated several 

times in the article. Furthermore, it is also mentioned that the image projected on women is 

that of learning “to grasp after show and pomp,” or to “look at marriage as the means of 

making their fortune” (Fraser’s Magazine, 703). For that reason, women are regarded as 

“mere shrivelled flowers” (Fraser’s Magazine, 704). These statements seem to be in favour 

of a more feminist approach to female education, in which girls’ only purpose will not be to 

learn how to physically attract a future husband—this is partly true.  

In the article, by contrast, it is highlighted that women’s aim in life is “to be the help-

meet of a man,” and the author also complains that “this high calling is utterly overlooked” 

in the female education system of those years (Fraser’s Magazine, 704). However, as I 

suggested above, the intellectual qualities were also given much relevance in order to satisfy 

husbands and to have a gratifying marriage. The author even warns about the perils of the 

“distracting influences from without” which will exert influence on future generations; 

consequently, women must be trained to concentrate and to be self-dependent so as “to resist 

the flux of mere contingencies; the incitements which … destroy all woman delicacy, and 

the dignity which appeals to conscience rather than to public opinion” (Fraser’s Magazine, 

704). Furthermore, the author also discusses the boundaries of sex that keep women “from 

mingling with the stained current of the world” (Fraser’s Magazine, 708). Despite these ideas 

which might not advocate a full reform on women’s education, nor on their social and 

political status both inside and outside the home; it is worth noting that the deplorable state 

of intellectual stimulation is severely criticised.  

It is repeated in the article the idea previously mentioned, stating that “women must 

be taught to discern—to divide rightly, and rightly to judge” in order to “return the tide of 

men’s interests clear and fresh” (Fraser’s Magazine, 708). The warning continues with 
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regard to future state of marriages in case girls are not educated correctly: “All power of 

sympathy with her husband’s mind waning, her love becomes more an instinct from lack of 

intellectual perceptions than devotion” (Fraser’s Magazine, 708).  Women, consequently, 

should be taught to love their use of intellect and to keep their interests constantly alive “by 

encouraging a spirit of inquiry and patient investigation (Fraser’s Magazine, 708). The 

article closes with a very powerful statement:  

 

There is not a more miserable object than a woman who, with all her faculties about her, is 

yet ever restlessly seeking for the life without instead of within herself, and dwindling by 

degrees into such morbid peevishness, … as reduce her from the level of a feeling, thinking, 

reasoning being, to a mere creature just above nonentity, the disgrace of her own sex, the 

object of contempt to man. (Fraser’s Magazine, 712) 

 

This illustrates that some anti-suffrage ideas were not far from other issues that suffragist 

women had in common regarding education. What is more, as I will detail later, Virginia 

Woolf’s major concern was to stimulate writing and intellect among women, and not to 

involve in campaigns for the vote. This also proves that, regardless of their insistence on the 

traditional values of femininity and motherhood connected to the house, a preoccupation with 

the historical underestimation of their mental capacities strongly aroused in the nineteenth 

century among women, which would also lead to the future suffragist movements of the early 

twentieth century. 
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3.2. Traditional femininity and gender roles 

 

In connection to this traditional and conservative femininity and gender roles in nineteenth-

century Britain, it is important to point out that not only were anti-suffragist women in favour 

of reinforcing the role of women as feminine wives, house carers and mothers; but women 

for the enfranchisement were too. Julia Bush (2007) says that during the Victorian era it was 

assumed that wifehood and maternity were spiritual roles associated to women defined in 

terms of domestic roles. Furthermore, she adds that society contemplated the differentiation 

of gender roles as a positive feature of the nation and, consequently, suffragist and anti-

suffragist women alike regarded it as an instrumental tool for empowerment (24). For 

instance, Deborah Cohler (2010) mentions that, since the suffrage supporters were being 

accused of inverting the social order of gender, and of being masculine and appropriating 

masculine behaviours, they were encouraged to rework their fight from and through 

femininity and conservative roles. The author says that they were vindicating their right for 

enfranchisement and access to previously prohibited domains for women assuring “society 

that suffrage would not, in fact, destroy women’s domestic desires” (47). Furthermore, 

regarding other features of femininity, Cohler (2010) adds that “the leadership of suffrage 

organizations encouraged all of their members to dress in modest yet feminine clothing to 

present a visual image of conservative, safe feminine sexuality” (52). Fashion became, as 

Cohler (2010) points out, “a suffragist concern” (51). Les Garner (1984) also highlights that 

some suffragist demands “could also be met without major changes in women’s domestic 

and maternal roles” (13). These examples prove that the suffrage cause still regarded the 

separation of the roles of men and women as natural, and used this message in order to 
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promote the vote within sceptical men and women who feared the loss of privileges after 

enfranchisement. 

 Returning to the anti-suffragist matter, motherhood was believed to be connected to 

the traditional conception of womanhood and femininity within the private sphere. Julia Bush 

(2007) points out that, since women’s primary responsibility was their dedication to home 

and family, “their vocation for spiritual and practical mothering could find its most fulfilment 

in their own families” (26). Furthermore, maternity was also regarded as women’s 

contribution to the imperialist idea of the enhancement of the British race. It became a moral 

and spiritual responsibility to bear the children of the nation: “At the turn of the century the 

maternal excellence judged vital to the physical and moral welfare of the British imperial 

race was believed to rest heavily upon women’s own domestic efforts” (Bush 2007, 26). The 

author also adds that one concern shared in common by some of the most relevant anti-

suffragist women of the Victorian period—she gives a detailed account about the activities 

of Mary Ward, Louise Creighton, Ethel Harrison, Elizabeth Wordsworth and Lucy 

Soulsby—was that they all considered “that maternal duty extended beyond the home” (28).  

Another feature that is common by all these women is their connection to Oxford 

university, and as I mentioned above, intellectual development was a major issue for many 

women who were against enfranchisement. Bush’s (2007) study offers numerous details 

about these women and their activities at Oxford, and remarks the fact that the university 

brought many “anti-suffragist women together through their shared work for the cause of 

womanly higher education” (35). However, their intellectual development also helped define 

their traditionalist beliefs about gender roles. The author points out that the integration of 

women within the university sphere—at a time when the teachings at the university 

incorporated natural sciences and humanities, apart from their concern about the social 
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influence of the institution—included lecture programmes and public examinations for them. 

On the other hand, women became “also prospective marriage partners” for academics (Bush 

2007, 37). For instance, Bush (2007) mentions that Mary Ward and Louise Creighton, who 

married young academics from Oxford, were in charge of the first lectures for women there. 

The author continues providing an account about these women’s influence at Oxford 

university. The first colleges for women were opened in 1879: Somerville College, with 

volunteer secretary Mary Ward, and Lady Margaret Hall, founded and named by Elizabeth 

Wordsworth. However, despite their efforts to improve women’s education and expand their 

intellectual horizons, these women also advocated a conservative approach to motherhood, 

femininity and domestic duties. Bush (2007) remarks that for Elizabeth Wordsworth 

overwork endangered women’s health and the family atmosphere. For the Victorian writer, 

“womanly behaviour was as important … as academic study, and was promoted through 

communal rather than individual study space” (40). In addition, for Wordsworth, “[m]oral 

guardianship was the most important responsibility of all” (Bush 2007, 41).  

Another figure was former anti-suffragist Louise Creighton. According to Bush 

(2007), even though Creighton changed her mind with regard to the suffrage issue in the early 

1900s, her opinion remained unaltered regarding the “primacy of marriage and maternity” as 

women’s only aim for a complete personal development, and their duty within the domestic 

sphere (43). Bush (2007) adds that Creighton “believed that women’s higher education must 

be reconciled with the demands of home life,” and also remarks that for the advocate “the 

vote was merely one means towards desirable social ends, and by no means the most 

important one” (43). This idea reminds us of Virginia Woolf’s views on the vote since she 

claimed in A Room of One’s Own that “[o]f the two—the vote and the money—the money, I 

own, seemed infinitely the more important” (30-31). For her, similarly to many anti-
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suffragists, women’s intellectual development provided more power than enfranchisement. 

However, it is relevant to acknowledge that Woolf’s views about marriage, maternity and 

domestic roles differed from those explained above, and Woolf regarded the private sphere 

as a site for individual, personal and intellectual growth. Returning to Bush’s (2007) text, the 

author concludes that these maternal reformers considered maternal responsibilities as their 

duty of educating children “into a proper awareness of their gendered contributions towards 

Britain’s superior civilization” (43-44). 

 

3.3. The sex war 

 

A later concern by anti-suffragists was the fact that, according to Susan Kent (2004), they 

regarded feminists as promoters of the sex war (169). The writer adds that for the women 

against the vote “[t]he participation of women in politics would threaten men to such a 

degree” that they would fight back considering their physical superiority and “assert their 

authority.” Consequently, “[a]ll legal and customary protections enjoyed by women would 

be destroyed” (Kent 2004, 172). Kent (2004) also points out that the perception by feminists 

and suffragists of a masculinity and femininity culturally constructed was not shared by anti-

suffragists. These women considered “the destructive characteristics of masculinity as 

natural,” and they feared the possibility of men reacting against the actions by suffragists. 

Anti-suffrage women were convinced that “the antagonistic relations between men and 

women were natural” and that is why for them a separate sphere ideology would only protect 

women “shielding them from the manifestations of the most primitive instincts of men” 

(175). Kent (2004) suggests that this fear led many women who advocated education or 

property rights to support the anti-suffrage cause.  
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Furthermore, another concern by anti-suffragists was their role as children’s 

guardians: “Reforms such as enfranchisement took women out of the private sphere, 

diminishing the influence they enjoyed there and placing them in direct competition or rivalry 

with men, a contest they were bound to lose” (Kent 2004, 176). As I explained above, for 

these women, their role as mothers of the nation was a vital one and, therefore, they could 

not risk to lose their status within the home as educators of the future men of the empire. This 

idea is also expressed by Deborah Cohler (2010), as I pointed out earlier. Any deviation from 

gender roles would threaten women’s domestic position as a child bearer and guardian, and 

would consequently endanger the empire and the purity of the British race. However, this 

notion is deeply rooted in the nineteenth-century perception of women as the only house 

carers. Why would an equal distribution of the domestic chores and children upbringings 

between husband and wife actually risk the race and the nation? Cohler (2010) alludes to 

anti-suffrage women’s fear to women’s absence from the domestic realm, which would in 

the end destroy traditional gender roles and the separate sphere ideology. But, I ask, were 

men not already absent from home? Returning to Kent’s (2004) text, I would suggest that 

this anxiety by anti-suffragists was due to the fact that, as the author remarks, “the threat of 

men in using physical force against women” also encouraged “a prevalent lack of confidence 

in the rule of law as the fundamental guarantor of personal liberty” (181). 

 

4. Virginia Woolf’s views on feminism and suffragism 

 

It is of great relevance to acknowledge Woolf’s vision regarding feminism and suffragism in 

order to understand her politics and texts within the frame of feminism and women’s 

movements. To begin with, I would like to mention her claims about feminism in her later 
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essay Three Guineas, in which she openly states the negative connotation—in my opinion, 

also in a slightly satiric tone—of the word ‘feminist.’ She thinks of this term as vicious and 

corrupt, as harmful and obsolete; firstly, because, according to the British writer, women had 

already won the right to earn a living. On the contrary, Woolf’s viewpoint regarding class 

differences flourishes in the discussion since she remarks that the daughters of educated 

men—the reduced group of women she belongs to and the group she proposes to be the key 

in order for women to fight against sexist discrimination and war—fought for the same reason 

and against the same enemy: “the tyranny of the patriarchal state” (200). However, this 

pessimistic vision of feminism responds to Woolf’s anti-military position towards the rise of 

fascism.  

On the other hand, Woolf’s views on the concept of feminism did not wait until the 

publication of Three Guineas, but were poured in earlier writings such as her second novel 

Night and Day (1917) and A Room of One’s Own (1929), and even her fantasy novel Orlando 

(1928). In addition, Woolf’s many essays, novels and politics, despite her criticism towards 

the actions of some suffragist movements, prove to fight for the emancipation and liberation 

of women—both in her political and cultural reality, and the world of writing. For instance, 

Mary M. Childers (1992) defines Woolf as a “socialist-feminist and a class-bound liberal.” 

However, she argues that Woolf would not have used those terms to speak about herself, and 

would be astonished to see that she has been referred as a feminist in modern feminist 

discourse (61). Alex Zwerdling (1986) also remarks this idea and adds that Woolf’s works 

“are shaped by her desire to contribute to the liberation of women from their constraints of 

their lives” (210). Several authors have accounted for Woolf’s feminist actions throughout 

her lifetime and it is my aim here to name a few to highlight that Woolf’s vision, even though 
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she did not consider herself a feminist and did not actively engage in many women’s 

movements, was actually feminist. 

 

4.1. Virginia Stephen’s early associations with the feminist cause 

 

In the early twentieth century, young Virginia Stephen began associating herself with some 

women and women’s groups related to the later suffragist campaigns. Clara Jones (2017), in 

her work dedicated to illustrate Woolf’s activism and relation with women’s movements, 

points out that Virginia Stephen began having contact with suffragist Mary Sheepsanks, the 

vice-principal of Morley College, in December 1904, and started teaching there voluntarily 

short time afterwards (17). However, young Stephen felt a little anxious about it first because 

she perceived that she was associating with “the patronising, philanthropic activities of 

Victorian ladies,” including her mother Julia Stephen and half-sister Stella Duckworth (Jones 

2017, 18). Both women were followers of Victorian social reformer Octavia Hill. It is true 

that the origins of Morley College, in London’s borough of Lambeth, were related to the 

activities carried out by social reformers of the late nineteenth century, more specifically by 

the activities run by Emma Cons, “a social reformer and advocate of leisure for working 

people,” who worked for Hill and eventually founded the college (Jones 2017, 18-19). 

Following “the philanthropic movements of the late-Victorian period,” Morley was 

constituted as an institution for adult-learning (Jones 2017, 19). 

 By contrast, what made Morley differ from other colleges was that it allowed women 

students. Mary Sheepsanks, the vice-principal at the time Virginia Stephen began teaching 

there, “was a committed suffragist” and “recalls Morley as institutionally sympathetic to this 

cause.” Furthermore, Sheepsanks also associated with, for instance, Christabel Pankhurst. 
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Both women organised debates about women’s suffrage in April 1907—young Stephen was 

still teaching at Morley then (Jones 2017, 20). Jones (2017) argues that, when Sheepsanks 

began working for the institution in 1897, she “agitated for innovation in the organisation … 

clashing with the more conservative members of the management board” (20). On the other 

hand, the author also mentions that there is no direct evidence that Virginia Stephen’s 

experiences at the institution might have shaped her views on politics and her literary practice 

(22). However, Jones’s (2017) work suggests that young Woolf was undoubtedly aware of 

Sheepsank’s vision and her advocacy for the suffragist cause at that time. 

 During the period at Morley College, there are some evidences of Virginia Woolf’s 

feminist vision; a vision which will be a constant concern during Woolf’s literary career and 

will also be present in her later essay A Room of One’s Own. Continuing with Jones’s (2017) 

analysis, the author mentions, for instance, that during the period Virginia Stephen taught 

English history at the institution, she encouraged her female students to record their own 

experiences. This is undoubtedly the main concern Woolf approaches in her long essay many 

years later; which is, as I will approach below with more detail, that women have been erased 

from history, and they must be therefore the ones to write their own life accounts and 

experiences. As Jane de Gay (2007) highlights, in A room of One’s Own Virginia Woolf 

“urged her audience of female students at Cambridge University to ‘rewrite history’ by 

seeking out figures neglected by conventional (patriarchal) histories in order to trace a female 

tradition” (62). Another instance is—as Jones (2017) analyses in her volume—Virginia 

Stephen’s early story “The Journal of Mistress Joan Martyn,” written during the summer of 

1906, in which she narrates the story of historian Rosamond Merridew. I will not argue here 

the contents of the story; however, I would like to point out Clara Jones’s (2017) views of 

the short biography, which, according to her, “has traditionally been read as inaugurating 
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Virginia Woolf’s life-long preoccupation with obscure lives.” Furthermore, she adds that, in 

her view, “it is possible to read ‘The Journal’ as an extension of Virginia Stephen’s desire 

for her students at Morley College to write their own life stories, to intervene in traditional 

histories with their own” (43). This story can be read, consequently, in terms of Woolf’s early 

concerns with women’s lives and the opportunities they had historically been denied for 

centuries. These are the issues approached by the British writer in her later works. 

 

4.2. Suffragist movement and Virginia Woolf’s pacifist views 

 

With regard to Virginia Woolf’s associations with women’s suffrage societies, Hermione Lee 

(1996) says that Virginia—still Stephen at the time—was involved in 1910 with the suffrage 

movement. Nonetheless, her “participation in the Votes for Women campaign did not last for 

long” (279). Lee (1996) adds that Woolf was in London for different demonstrations by the 

National Union of Women's Suffrage Societies (NUWSS) and the Women's Social and 

Political Union (WSPU) in the years 1908 and 1909, and most of Woolf’s women 

acquaintances were in favour of women’s enfranchisement (279). Years later she also 

attended a “Suffrage Rally” with Leonard in 1918 when the vote for women was partially 

won (Lee 1996, 282). Alex Zwerdling (1986) also remarks that, due to the events regarding 

the window-breaking actions performed by the Suffragettes in July 1909—which developed 

into forcibly feeding the arrested women who had begun a hunger strike in prison—, they 

were regarded by the public as “victims and martyrs,” and this brought many apolitical 

women—including Woolf—into the movement. However, the author points out that Woolf 

“responded not to the demand for votes but to the picture of coercive men imposing their will 

on the helpless” (Zwerdling 1986, 213).  
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It is worth highlighting that Virginia Woolf’s friends and her background in 

Bloomsbury were much related to the women’s cause. Hermione Lee (1996) explains that 

Leonard Woolf met through Virginia and Janet Case—Virginia’s Greek tutor and an 

advocate for women’s rights—the leader of the Women’s Co-Operative Guild Margaret 

Llewelyn Davies in 1912 and, although he was later fired by Davies because of his political 

vision, he joined the suffrage cause—he also had a great interest in the workers’ movement 

(327). Sowon S. Park (2005) also points out Lytton Strachey’s connections to the suffrage 

movement—his mother and sisters were “active leading members of the London Society for 

the Women’s Suffrage formed in 1907—, and Maynard Keynes’s attendance to the 1907 

“Mud March” or Duncan Grant’s poster for the Artists’ Suffrage League in 1909 (125). Given 

all this, Virginia Woolf’s connection of and knowledge about the suffragist fight were 

obvious. On the other hand, Lee (1996) and Park (2005) also point out that Woolf’s mother, 

Julia Stephen was not in favour of women’s enfranchisement: Julia “opposed female suffrage 

and thought women should only be educated for domestic careers” (Lee, 85). Had Woolf’s 

mother not died that early, her life and vision might have been different. Furthermore, the 

Stephen sibling’s move to Bloomsbury after their father’s death and their new acquaintances 

also contributed to shape their ideas against conservative Victorian standards. 

Despite Virginia Woolf’s early collaboration with the suffragist movement, her 

subsequent personal writings and novels, as many authors account, prove to have an opposing 

opinion to their actions. Park (2005) points out that suffragists “are derided in her letters and 

diaries, and her comments resonate with popular anti-suffrage propaganda,” and adds that 

“Woolf was also disparaging about the motives of the suffrage leaders” (120). Returning to 

Lee’s (1996) biography, she suggests that Woolf’s later writings connect women’s battle for 

the vote to their fight in other areas such as professional emancipation, sexuality and 
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education (281). She also claims that Night and Day and The Years are examples of earlier 

and later considerations regarding the feminist fight through her fictional characters; and, as 

Lee (1996) suggests, Woolf’s “satire on suffragism” turns to “satire on the anti-suffragists” 

(282). The author also adds later that Woolf’s pacifist position towards the wars was related 

to or shaped her “feminist” view. Woolf even began a novel whose protagonist represented 

this vision: “I want to see what can be said against all forms of activity & thus dissuade L. 

from all his work, speaking really not in my own character but in Effie’s” (Diaries I, 18 

January 1915, 22). Lee (1996) adds that for Woolf the war was masculine, but she found the 

suffragist movement irrelevant at that time (344). Sowon S. Park’s (2005) essay as well as 

Mary M. Childer’s (1992)—to name a few—also focus on Woolf’s pacifist view—which 

shapes her feminism—expressed in A Room of One’s Own and, above all, Three Guineas. 

Park (2005) suggests that Woolf’s feminist ideas in these and in other texts by the writer were 

present despite her self-portrait and criticism towards the suffragist movement (122). The 

author also claims that her vision regarding the emancipation of women, psychology, 

education or women’s role in the world of literature in A Room had already been expressed 

in other texts by feminist of the time such as Cicely Hamilton, Mary Sinclair or Charlotte 

Perkins Gilman among others (Park 2005, 122). Regarding Woolf’s words in Three Guineas 

—“‘[A]s a woman, I have no country. As a woman I want no country. As a woman my 

country is the whole world’” (206-7)—, Park (2005) claims that this idea had already been 

mentioned in 1915 by suffragists Mary Sargant Florence and C. K. Ogden in “Militarism and 

Feminism: What War Means to Women” (124). Childers (1992) remarks how Woolf’s 

concern about feminist issues is actually dealt with in Three Guineas when the British writer 

alludes to the year 1919. The author suggests that Woolf refers to the Sex Disqualification 

(Removal) Act (Childers 1992, 65), which was passed to allow women to access any 
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profession. Moreover, the author also argues that this fact relates to Woolf’s anti-military 

position because, for Woolf, “women should participate in the professions in order to avoid 

joining men in perpetuating the causes of war” (Childers 1992, 66). On the other hand, 

returning to Park’s (2005) text, she discusses that these pacifist claims in Three Guineas were 

a response to other feminist ideas of the time, such as Emmeline and Christabel Pankhurst’s 

“advocacy of military conscription for men, industrial conscription for women, and the 

internment of all people of the enemy race.” These women also criticised strikers and 

pacifists (133).  

With regard to Woolf’s pacifist vision, it is also worth highlighting that this belief 

might have been shaped by her father, who shared a similar opinion regarding war: 

 

Leslie was an anti-imperialist, a pacifist, and he thought war was a wicked and unnecessary 

waste of life. In the Boer War, he did not sign anything, for he said there was no point in 

protesting at that stage. The point was to get out of it. If that sounds familiar, it is an indication 

of just how great an influence Leslie was on the next generation. (Garnett 2008, 18) 

 

Regarding Woolf’s pacifist ideas and her early commitment with the suffragist cause as I 

mentioned earlier, it is important to highlight that during those times—when she first 

involved with her friend and tutor Janet Case—, as Zwerdling (1986) points out, the 

distinctions between the terms ‘suffragist’ and ‘suffragette’ were already noted. The 

“constitutional methods of the former and the extralegal tactics of the latter” led Woolf to 

join the nonviolent section (212). Given all this, it is understandable for Woolf to make such 

claims of the term “feminist” in Three Guineas. However, Woolf’s vision, despite being 

snobbish, proves to be actually in favour of feminism. Childers (1992) says that “Woolf 
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articulates a criticism of the feminism she nonetheless supports” (64). On the other hand, 

Park (2005) suggests that “her politics lay firmly on the pacifist and more ‘conservative’ 

wing of the group, which emphasized women’s education but opposed militant methods” 

(126). Woolf’s essays about women—such as Jane Austen, the Bröntes, George Eliot or 

Mary Wollstonecraft, and her fictional Judith Shakespeare in A Room of One’s Own—also 

evince Woolf’s preoccupation about women’s rights. For instance, regarding Wollstonecraft, 

Woolf writes in The Common Reader Vol.2 the following words: “Independence was the first 

necessity for a woman; not grace or charm, but energy and courage and the power to put her 

will into effect” (157). Woolf describes her as an “active agent” (158). As Lyndall Gordon 

(2004) suggests, Virginia Woolf approaches the question of what it means to be a woman—

as Mary Wollstonecraft had done in the past—“[l]ooking back for clues to women writers of 

the past” in A Room of One’s Own (7). 

 Another relevant point with regard to Woolf’s opposition to the vote is the fact that 

the British writer, as Alex Zwerdling (1986) argues, felt sceptic since she could not believe 

that conservative institutions would actually make a change after enfranchisement: “the 

substance of the old in the form of the new” (214). In this context, he adds that the Sex War 

or Sex Discord lasted for many years after the vote was won (215). Furthermore, Les Garner’s 

(1984) detailed work about suffrage movements sheds some light on the matter. She claims 

that after women were granted the vote in 1918 “[n]ot only did sexist values continue to 

predominate, but class and political differences between men and women remained 

unaltered” (109). Garner (1984) also mentions many of the positive impacts of the 

enfranchisement regarding legislation for women: the Sex Disqualification (Removal) Act of 

1919—which, in Garner’s (1984) words, “intended to remove obstacles in the way of women 

who wanted to hold public office or civil and judicial posts”—, the Maternity and Child 
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Welfare Act (1918), Acts on Married Women’s Property (1920), The Matrimonial Causes 

Act of 1923—which allowed women “to sue for divorce on the grounds of adultery on the 

same terms as men”—, or Acts with regard to Guardianship of Infants and Pensions in 1925 

(110). In this respect, suffragists obtained many legal rights and advantages compared to the 

pre-War situation. On the other hand, Garner (1984) also states that this legislation actually 

revealed a conservative vision of women: mothers, wives and widows; which at the same 

time advocated the continuation of traditional roles for women. The author adds that 

 

when the War ended the old sexual division of labour re-established itself. With few 

exceptions, the post-War world slid back into a clear division of jobs for men or women, and 

the notion that women’s work outside the home was unusual, and secondary to that of men, 

returned. Women teachers, for example, had to resign on marriage while the pressure on 

women workers increased as the depression developed—married women workers were 

struck off the unemployment register. (Garner 1984, 110-111) 

 

She also writes that the advent of consumerism during the 1930s “encouraged women’s 

domestic role” as well, and points out that, despite the legislation directed at women during 

the period between the wars, “the old definitions of their interests and capabilities had not 

changed.” Garner (1984) even mentions the public condemnation of Radclyffe Hall’s The 

Well of Loneliness, which concerned lesbianism, proving “how little attitudes had really 

changed” (111). Similarly, Zwerdling (1986) cites Member of Parliament Eleanor 

Rathbone’s words regarding the reality of the society after the vote: “Progress has been rapid 

when it depended on political action and slow when it depended on changes in heart and 
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habits. What else could you expect when the instrument was the vote?” (Rathbone 1936, 16; 

cited in Zwerdling 1986, 215). 

 Returning to Zwerdling’s (1986) discussion about Woolf’s views on the suffragist 

concern, I would also like to point out that, according to him, the British writer saw the 

“psychological patterns that resisted political or institutional reform” after the approval of 

women’s vote after the Great War. For Virginia Woolf, these patterns impeded progress and 

believed that “it was the responsibility of writers like herself to shed light on them rather than 

proceeding strictly along the road of visible change.” Zwerdling (1986) also adds that “Woolf 

was interested in the underlying psychological and economic causes of masculine dominance 

and feminine repressed anger or acquiescence, and she used her powers of observation and 

divination to probe depths the earlier feminist writers had left largely unplumbed” (216). 

 

4.3. The People’s Suffrage Federation and the Women’s Co-operative Guild 

 

Jones’s (2017) work provides an insightful review of correspondence between young 

Virginia Stephen and prominent members of the People’s Suffrage Federation. The author 

analyses different letters sent and received by Woolf in which she discusses her views and 

offers her aid to co-operate with a suffrage society that, according to the terms used in the 

written conversations exchanged with some friends who belonged to that organisation, 

appears to be the Federation. Consequently, Jones’s (2017) detailed analysis suggests that 

there is significant evidence of Virginia Stephen’s voluntary work with the PSF in 1910 

between the months of January and November. In this respect, Jones (2017) mentions a letter 

the British writer sent to her friend Lady Eleanor “Nelly” Cecil in June. Cecil was “[t]he 

daughter of the earl of Durham and the wife of Lord Robert Cecil, the Conservative [Member 
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of Parliament]” (66). In the letter, young Stephen asks her friend: “By the way, are you an 

Adult Suffragist? This is a real question (L1, 426; cited in Jones 2017, 65). The 

correspondence between the two friends suggests that Virginia Stephen would have been 

informed about her friend’s husband’s political views with respect to female 

enfranchisement; Lord Cecil openly supported the cause at Parliament and his wife shared 

this point of view (Morgan 1975, 43, 81; cited in Jones 2017, 66). As Jones (2017) highlights, 

being an “Adult Suffragist” was different from supporting women’s suffrage, and this letter 

proves young Stephen’s awareness of this differentiation (67). 

 There is an earlier letter to Virginia Stephen’s former Greek tutor, Janet Case—who 

was a prominent member within the organisation—, in which the British author “first offers 

help to the cause” and “gestures to the PSF in several specific ways” (Jones 2017, 71). The 

letter reads as follows: 

 

Would it be any use if I spent an afternoon or two weekly in addressing envelopes for the 

Adult Suffragists? 

 I don’t know anything about the question. Perhaps you could send me a pamphlet, or 

give me the address of the office. I could neither do sums or argue, or speak, but I could do 

the humbler work if that is any good. You impressed me so much the other night with the 

wrongness of the present state of affairs that I feel that action is necessary. (Letters 1, 421; 

cited in Jones 2017, 71) 

 

The fact that this letter, as Jones’s (2017) study suggests, was sent soon after the PSF was 

formed provides evidence of young Virginia Stephen’s affiliation with the society. 

Furthermore, some members within the lists of the Federation in January 1910 were Virginia 
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Stephen’s close acquaintances (71). Returning to the letter sent to Janet Case, evidence 

suggests that Case would have given this correspondence to colleague Margaret Llewelyn 

Davies, who, at the same time, would have passed Stephen’s letter to another member of the 

executive council (Jones 2017, 72). Virginia Stephen received correspondence from Rosalind 

Nash, in which various suggestions about the activities she could perform at the PSF are 

described: 

 

Dear Miss Stephen, 

 I promised Margaret ll. Davies to write you about People’s Suffrage, last Thursday, 

and have been much too long in doing it. I was so glad to hear you were going to do some 

work for us. (General Correspondence of Virginia Woolf; cited in Jones 2017, 72) 

 

Moreover, Nash refers to the term People’s Suffrage, which suggests, along with other 

features, that it was clearly the PSF the society young Virginia Stephen was involved with 

(Jones 2017, 72). As I have stated above, Jones’s (2017) research offers a detailed account 

about different letters Virginia Stephen sent and received with regard to the voluntary work 

for an adult suffrage organisation, which is suggested to be the PSF. In addition, Jones (2017) 

also argues that Woolf’s novel Night and Day, published almost ten years after her 

involvement with the Federation, “is shot through with the imaginative significance of this 

activism.” The author adds that in the novel “we encounter a tribute to the equality politics 

of the PSF and an engagement with its adultist agenda” (78). 

On the other hand, with regard to the Women’s Co-operative Guild, the Woolfs got 

involved with their activities in the early 1910s. As Jones (2017) points out, both Virginia 

and Leonard Woolf were invited by Llewelyn Davies to attend the WCG’s Annual Congress 
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held in Newcastle in 1913. In that year, Leonard participated in many activities organised by 

the society such as making research and a lecturing tour about northern industrial towns. He 

also gave a lecture series to women of the Guild and in 1917 received a commission to write 

a book on co-operation and the future of industry (111). On January 5th 1915, Virginia Woolf 

writes in her diary: “L. went off to Hampstead to give the first of his lectures to the Women’s 

Guild” (Diary 1, 7-8). However, for Virginia Woolf’s part, during the first half of 1914 she 

read Co-operative Movement manuals, although it was not until the autumn of 1916 that her 

“most sustained and significant activity within the WCG” began (Jones 2017, 111).  

Virginia Woolf’s activities within the WCG lasted, as Jones’s (2017) study 

demonstrates, for many years. The British writer started her co-operation in the Guild’s 

Richmond branch in 1916. Monthly meetings took place at Hogarth Press and it was Virginia 

Woolf’s responsibility to find speakers (Jones 2017, 111). The author’s scarce diary entries 

provide some details about the speeches given and the speakers invited to those meetings. 

Moreover, Woolf also suggests that her duties exceeded those of providing a place and 

lecturers for the encounters. In this respect, the author writes in November 1917: “L. gave 

his lecture. I presided over my guild” (Diary 1, 76). The diaries also gather some information 

about the topics discussed during those meetings. For instance, Woolf mentions in April 1918 

her delight after attending a Guild’s meeting, and highlights the women’s interest for the 

cause: 

 

I went to the Guild, which pleased me, by its good sense, & the evidence that it does somehow 

stand for something real to these women. In spite of their solemn passivity they have a deeply 

hidden & inarticulate desire for something beyond the daily life; I believe they relish all the 

pomp of officers & elections because in women way it symbolises this other thing. They 
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recanted their abuse of the woman on syphilis, which I think to their credit. Since then they 

have learnt, they said that she only spoke the truth. They wish me to get a speaker on Sex 

Education. (Diary 1, 141) 

 

Virginia Woolf’s diary pages do not contain many references to these activities within the 

WCG; however, some entries are very similar to the one mentioned above, and provide some 

evidence about the author’s involvement with the organisation and their lectures. In July 

1918, Woolf writes about her brother Adrian Stephen’s talk for the Guild “on Peace.” Here 

the author points out that the attendants “were more stirred than usual … [b]ut they would 

all have peace tomorrow, on any terms, & abuse our government for leading us on after a 

plan of its own” (Diary 1, 165). In addition, Woolf also mentions lectures on “equal pay” 

(Diary 1, 253) or “Russian revolution” (Diary 1, 309). 

 Returning to Jones’s (2017) work, she highlights a letter by Woolf to Llewelyn 

Davies in June 1923 in which the author demonstrates to be “keenly aware of the need to 

maintain the social and political identity” of the meetings (Jones 2017, 111). The letter reads 

as follows: 

 

In the first place, can you help me to a speaker for the Guild on Tuesday 2nd [3rd] July? I make 

no apologies for bothering you. It is all your fault. Never should I have undertaken this 

appalling business if it hadn’t been for you – I want a speech on the Strike. We have had 

nothing but brilliancy and charm in the last 3 months – Morgan Forster on India, Bob 

Trevelyan on China, Mary Sheepshanks on Peru: now we must attend to the horrid facts. 

(Letters 3, 53; cited in Jones 2017, 111-112) 
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According to Jones (2017), this correspondence reveals Woolf’s commitment to the Co-

operative Movement; nevertheless, the tone of annoyance—“It is all your fault”—also 

demonstrates the lack of “enthusiasm and sympathy of her 1915 account of a Guild meeting” 

(112). Furthermore, I would suggest that the lack of references to the meetings in Woolf’s 

diaries after 1918 points in this direction. In this respect, Jones (2017) also mentions Virginia 

Woolf’s social class, which “impacted on her interactions with the WCG,” and her “personal 

disputes” with Davies. The author claims that Woolf often felt that Llewelyn Davies’s public 

and political work had more impact than her writing, and Davies’s critical reception of Night 

and Day hurt Woolf’s pride (115). Virginia Woolf’s diary entry provides evidence of this 

episode: 

 

Tentatively she began it – how Janet & she felt that perhaps – they might be wrong, but still 

in their view – in short my article on Charlotte Bronte was so much more to their liking than 

my novels. Something in my feeling for human beings – some narrowness – some lack of 

emotion. (Diary 1, 313; cited in Jones 2017, 115) 

 

Jones (2017) also highlights another letter to the president of the Guild in which Woolf 

suggests, even though the British writer wants to be reconciled with Davies, that she might 

not totally agree with the activities and the nature of the WCG: “We are imperfect human 

beings, but that’s no obstacle to friendship, (on my side) in fact rather an incentive. You’ll 

never like my books, but then shall I ever understand your Guild? Probably not” (Letters 2, 

399; cited in Jones 2017, 115). 

 Despite the disagreements between the two women and Woolf’s lack of enthusiasm 

during later years, Llewelyn Davies asks her friend to write a preface to a collection of 
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autobiographical essays by women of the WCG, which would be published in 1931 under 

the title: Life As We Have Known It. This is, as Jones (2017) points out, Virginia Woolf’s 

only piece of writing in association with the Guild. Woolf’s “Introductory Letter,” according 

to this author, “articulates her complicated relationship to the WCG,” but at the same time 

Woolf constructs a bridge “between her ‘books’ and Llewelyn Davies’s ‘Guild’” (115-116). 

As a matter of fact, the British writer felt uneasy when Davies requested her to write the 

preface: “I’m rather doubtful about doing a preface – I’m too much of a picturesque amateur 

– and I daresay none would be needed” (Letters 4, 65; cited in Jones 2017, 116). The preface 

actually constitutes a letter “addressed not to the public” but to Davies herself (“Introductory 

Letter,” xvii; cited in Jones 2017, 116). The letter is divided in two parts, being the first one 

an account of the WGC congress in Newcastle Woolf attended in 1913. According to Jones 

(2017), this first section “charts not only the narrator’s struggle to remember the congress but 

also to engage with its political message” (116). On the other hand, the second part of the 

letter focuses on the present day and Woolf’s “receipt and reading of the letters and the ways 

in which they indeed do challenge the conclusions she made at the 1913 congress” (Jones 

2017, 117). 

 To conclude this section, I do not want to focus on analysing Woolf’s “Introductory 

Letter” in depth; but I would like to highlight her commitment to the WCG’s political 

activities and the connection of the letter to Woolf’s writing. As Jones (2017) points out, 

Woolf tries to avoid being easily identified as the narrator of the letter; a technique that 

connects to the literary practice of A Room of One’s Own. Consequently, this fact points to 

her “body of creative non-fiction.” Furthermore, Woolf’s letter to Llewelyn Davies in which 

she asks for permission to publish the “Introductory Letter” in the Yale Review “establishes 

the literary and semi-fictional quality of her work” (144). In this letter Woolf highlights that, 
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were Davies to give permission to publish the letter, “it would be read as literature simply” 

(Letters 4, 191; cited in Jones 2017, 144). 

 

5. Conclusion 

 

The aim of this chapter has been to demonstrate Virginia Woolf’s political views with regard 

to the women’s cause, and her commitment with different women’s organisations during 

their formation and the early years of their activity. As I have suggested, not only have 

Woolf’s beliefs changed over the years and differed with some of these movements, but they 

have also influenced her writing. Much of these experiences were poured in her novels and 

essays, and more significantly in A Room of One’s Own. As I will point out in the next 

section, her long essay stems from her previous novel, Orlando, which connects fiction to 

reality in order to construct a new discourse of literature and history from a woman’s point 

of view—and at the same time to deconstruct the scholarly historical discourse of men. For 

this reason, understanding women’s movements after the turn of century and Woolf’s 

activism becomes essential to comprehend Virginia Woolf’s discourse on gender and her 

criticism towards the social arena of post-Victorian Britain in the shape of a fantasy novel 

that inspired her to write her most prominent piece of writing. 

As I have described above, Virginia Stephen’s project at Morley College to encourage 

women to write their own historical accounts echoes her later depiction of British history in 

Orlando. In this respect, Quentin Bell (1972) pointed out in his biography of his aunt the 

following: “was she perhaps a little too imaginative? Was her version of English History 

rather too close to that which was later to fill the pages of Orlando?” (106; cited in Jones 

2017, 29). Consequently, young Stephen’s early project also shares Woolf’s purpose in A 
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Room of One’s Own, in which the writer discredits the discourse of truth for lacking emotion 

and for erasing women’s histories. For instance, in her long essay Woolf writes: “It seemed 

pure waste of time to consult all those gentlemen who specialize in woman and her effect on 

whatever it may be—politics, children, wages, morality—numerous and learned as they are. 

One might as well leave their books unopened” (25). These words—with a tone of criticism 

in the mouth of a fictional narrative voice—perfectly summarise Woolf’s intention in the 

whole essay: women must write their own history. Furthermore, her many essays on women 

writers and on the women’s question demonstrate Woolf’s concern on this matter. For 

example, in “Professions for Women”—an essay based on a speech given in 1931 to the 

London/National Society for Women’s Service—Woolf suggests that women writers 

struggle to kill the Angel of the House, who imposes barriers to their imagination and 

creativity in case men “would be shocked” (61). In this respect, Woolf writes: 

 

She could write no more. … Her imagination could work no longer. This I believe to be a 

very common experience with women writers – they are impeded by the extreme 

conventionality of the other sex. For though men sensibly allow themselves great freedom in 

these respects, I doubt that they realize or can control the extreme severity with which they 

condemn such freedom in women. (62) 

 

As Michèle Barrett (1979) points out, “Virginia Woolf demonstrates an interesting grasp of 

the psychological aspects of the oppressive conditions in which women were writing” (13). 

What is more, the author adds that “Woolf’s writings on women and fiction constitute a 

sustained analysis of the historical determinants of women’s literary production” (17). 
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On the other hand, Virginia Woolf’s later associations to the suffrage societies and to 

the Women’s Co-operative Guild also prove her commitment to activism, and this provides 

an insightful background to understand the British writer’s preoccupation with women’s 

rights both within her writing and with regard to the activities carried out on behalf of 

women—such as the essay cited above. As Alex Zwerdling (1986) highlights, “the vote was 

no guarantee of steady progress toward women’s freedom and equality with men.” 

Furthermore, this confrontation between sexes constituted only “one instance of certain 

psychological patterns that resisted political or institutional reform.” According to the author, 

for Woolf these patterns demonstrated the main impediments to progress and “was convinced 

that it was the responsibility of writers like herself to shed light on them rather than 

proceeding strictly along the road of visible change.” Woolf therefore had more interest “in 

the underlying psychological and economic causes of masculine dominance and feminine 

repressed anger or acquiescence,” as Zwerdling (1986) suggests, than in the vote (216). As I 

will analyse later, these positions—within the context of women’s flourishing movements of 

the early twentieth century and the post-war years—are the ones that, along with Woolf’s 

activism, permeate Virginia Woolf’s imagination and writing. 



95 

 

Chapter 2 

 

FEMINIST VISIONS IN ORLANDO AND A ROOM OF ONE’S OWN 

 

1. Introduction 

 

As I will point out later, Virginia Woolf felt after writing Orlando (1928) that there was still 

much to be said in a more serious manner regarding the history of the women’s movement 

and the status of a British society ruled by men. The writer expressed in her diary that she 

gave her fantasy novel a caricature value; for her it was a writing exercise to disconnect from 

a more profound writing. However, much of the content poured in Orlando actually served 

as a preparation for her first long essay, A Room of One’s Own (1929), which has become a 

major written treasure in the history of feminism since then. Orlando, the protagonist of her 

novel, magically becomes a woman when reaching her thirties, and faces the difficulties and 

the cultural stereotypes imposed on women by a society dominated by masculine power. On 

the other hand, Orlando challenges gender norms, and also lets her poetic genius flourish in 

the realm of literature, which has historically dealt with women from a man’s point of view 

and, at the same time, has denied them their right to narrate their life histories. As Woolf also 

discusses later in her long essay, it is a woman’s right and duty consequently to convey her 

truthful vision of reality. Orlando stands for all those women writers in the history of 

literature who found their ways, as Woolf herself did, in order to become who they really 

were and to be recognised in the manly kingdom of literature. 

 This chapter focuses on the similarities between the novel and the essay. The first is 

a fantasy piece of fiction which, more precisely, stems from Vita Sackville-West’s ancestor’s 
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histories, and takes shape into a fictional biography that mimics the history of England since 

the Elizabethan period. On the other hand, A Room of One’s Own, whose intention is to 

convey a reliable representation of women’s lives and histories—more specifically in the 

world of literature—, uses fiction through invented characters for its purpose. The boundaries 

between fact and fiction are blurred, so are the ones between the masculine and the feminine. 

Both texts are one, but different all the same; both sexes intertwine, but also remain genuine.  

The initial part of the chapter analyses how both novel and essay connect with each 

other in terms of fact and fiction. For this purpose, I will describe the correspondence between 

the novel with the real Sackville members that inspired Woolf to develop Orlando’s lifespan 

from the late sixteenth century to the year the novel was published. Moreover, I will also 

discuss how other different elements of the novel were also inspired by real facts, such as the 

house or some of the other characters. In this respect, Virginia Woolf narrates the history of 

England and constructs a feminist discourse through a fantasy world. On the other hand, as 

the writer points out in A Room of One’s Own, fiction is a necessary element to record 

women’s lives and realities from their own point of view since non-fiction has historically 

left them unregistered. For this reason, in the non-fictional piece of writing—which was 

initially two different talks for women—Woolf makes use of fiction in order to deliver her 

message. Mary Seton or Judith Shakespeare in A Room of One’s Own are fictional 

characters—just as Orlando is in the novel—that represent many women in the course of 

history and literature. 

The second part of the chapter will examine how Orlando—together with A Room of 

One’s Own—builds a feminist discourse around gender stereotypes and around the 

discrimination against women. In previous sections I have discussed the different attitudes 

of suffragist movements in Britain at the turn of the century. Even earlier during the Victorian 
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period, women began to organise themselves so as to contest the limitations and the rights 

they had historically been denied, being enfranchisement their ultimate goal. Virginia Woolf 

held, on the other hand, an anti-violence view which made her disagree with many actions 

led by suffragist movements during the early twentieth century and, more specifically, during 

the pre-war environment, in which various feminist groups were involved in more notorious 

public actions. In A Room of One’s Own—as well as in her later non-fictional work Three 

Guineas—Woolf declares her opposition to the feminist views of her times. Nevertheless, 

this does not imply that Woolf’s vision was anti-feminist. As I have mentioned earlier, many 

anti-suffragists agreed with many other campaigns held by women’s movements during the 

period. In this respect, Woolf’s novels deal with women and their histories, and also depict 

the evolution of the new society of Modernity, which signified the rupture of the traditional 

Victorian conventions. 

Many of the aspects I will analyse in this section will be discussed more deeply in 

following chapters. However, my purpose here is to point out several features that Woolf 

uses to construct her discourse in Orlando in order to demonstrate that her views parallel 

many of those held by feminists. Woolf’s vision challenged many gender stereotypes and, at 

the same time, constructed a modern discourse on gender which bears a great resemblance 

with the modern feminist and gender theory. Even though Woolf does not use the term gender 

but sex in both the novel and the essay, the writer highlights through her works a 

constructivist approach to gender: its artificiality. In this context, when the protagonist of 

Orlando becomes a woman and begins her journey back to London, she also becomes aware 

of the many aspects and societal norms that are required from the female sex. Through her 

characters and the events of the novel, Virginia Woolf theorises about the cultural 

conventions that have existed and have constrained women’s liberties for centuries. In the 
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novel, Woolf develops a theoretical discourse around the differences between the sexes and 

simultaneously deconstructs the gender binary through her idea of the androgynous mind. 

This novel meant for Woolf her first glimpse at a more profound analysis of the unrecorded 

lives and histories of women. 

 

2. Orlando in the context of A Room of One’s Own 

 

Virginia Woolf’s famous feminist work A Room of One’s Own was published a year after the 

publication of her fantasy novel Orlando: A Biography and, even though both works were 

written for a different purpose, much of Woolf’s own thinking about the role of women in a 

patriarchal system—which has shunned women all over history, especially women writers—

and about the necessity to blur gender barriers was poured in her novel in the form of fiction. 

As Woolf suggests in her essay when discussing the great works of the women writers of the 

nineteenth century, “since a novel has this correspondence to real life, its values are to some 

extent those of real life” (63). Not only was Orlando inspired by Woolf’s relationship with 

Vita Sackville-West—the novel was a tribute to her personality—, but I would say that the 

thoughts and discussions the British writer later captures in A Room of One’s Own are of 

great relevance in the course of Orlando’s life in the novel. Woolf writes in her long essay 

that women values differ from those of men. Most importantly, she points out the fact that 

masculine ones are the values which prevail and “are inevitably transferred from life to 

fiction” (63). This is what Orlando depicts: a man who becomes a woman in the course of 

his life, and must face the responsibilities and the adversities of her new sex. On the other 

hand, the fictional novel also blurs the line between fact and fiction: it is a biography 

accompanied by a set of illustrations which, although it is clear that both the storyline and 
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those images do not resemble reality, are used by Woolf as a writing technique to convey 

realism to the message hidden between lines. At the same time, are Mary Seton, Professor 

von X or Judith Shakespeare not fictional characters constructed by the author so as to deliver 

her message? Beth A. Boehm (1992) points out this very same idea: “as Woolf deconstructs 

the impervious boundary between the sexes in both works, she also deconstructs the 

boundary between fact and fiction, and that A Room of One's Own is not only thematically 

similar to Orlando, but also stylistically similar” (192). It is relevant to acknowledge that 

both works are more similar in form and technique than they appeared to be: the fictional 

novel plays to create the illusion of a realistic society with a touch of fantasy, and the 

thorough essay makes use of fiction in order to address Virginia Woolf’s inner thoughts about 

the degraded situation of women. 

 

2.1. Virginia Woolf’s inspiration for Orlando 

 

To begin with, I would like to address the real biography that inspired Woolf to write Orlando 

as a tribute to her friend Vita: the biographies of the Sackvilles, which were gathered in Vita’s 

work Knole and the Sackvilles—a book Woolf was reading when writing her novel. Woolf’s 

intention was to recreate the Sackvilles’ temperaments throughout the different periods of 

history in England since they portrayed “the spirit of the age in which they lived” (Hoffman 

1968, 436). For this reason, Orlando depicts the life of a young man in the Elizabethan age 

who becomes a woman in the course of his life and lives throughout a span of four hundred 

years until 1928—when the novel was published. The different eras mirror diverse 

personalities of Vita Sackville-West’s family from Thomas Sackville, in the sixteenth 

century—first Earl of Dorset—, and culminating in a woman writer during Woolf’s times, 
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who represents Vita Sackville-West. Consequently, the veracity of the novel is achieved by 

using Orlando’s changing self throughout the different periods to portray those personalities 

of the Sackvilles, which represented stereotypes from the Elizabethan and Jacobean periods 

to the present (Hoffman 1968, 436).  

Each chapter in the novel reproduces a different period of the history of England: 

Elizabethan and Jacobean, Carolinian, Restoration, Augustan, Victorian and Modern times. 

However, as De Gay (2006) suggests, these periods “become unstable for they are frequently 

treated ironically.” She adds that the narrative voice in the novel “often attempts to 

characterise the literature of a particular period, but the method is rendered ridiculous by the 

sheer excess of connections made” (139). Consequently, the illusion of reality might become 

a little blurry at some point; but, apart from the satirisation of the different literary periods, 

Virginia Woolf clearly divides the novel taking into consideration the different members of 

the Sackville family throughout these centuries. Hoffman’s (1968) article also provides a 

relevant analysis of Woolf’s novel’s truthfulness by comparing the manuscript with the 

published version, and comparing the different phases in Orlando’s life with Vita’s ancestors. 

For instance, the manuscript opens with the year 1553—the beginning of Queen Mary’s 

reign—, which corresponds to Thomas Sackville’s sixteenth year. However, Hoffman (1968) 

points out that the dates were eliminated in the final version of the novel in order for Woolf 

to achieve the veracity of the historical facts which represent the spirit of each age (437). 

Furthermore, with regard to the different dates and periods in the novel, Orlando’s first deep 

sleep occurs from 1604 to 1616. These dates also have great historical value: Shakespeare 

retired from acting in 1604 to concentrate on writing, and died in 1616. In addition, Vita 

Sackville-West supposes that in 1604 her ancestor Thomas Sackville met Shakespeare 

(Hoffman 1968, 438). The date 1616 for Woolf in the novel implies the shift between 
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Elizabethan Thomas Sackville to Jacobean Richard Sackville, third Earl of Dorset. However, 

Hoffman (1968) also highlights that Orlando’s personality during this period is also based on 

Richard’s wife Lady Anne Clifford, “who remained at home while her husband spent his and 

her fortune in London” (438). This example added to Orlando’s first description in the novel 

as androgynous in appearance demonstrates Woolf’s focus on gender blurring, which will 

later culminate in Orlando’s change of sex and the discourse around her gender expression. 

Returning to the different periods in the novel, the second half of the second chapter portrays 

Orlando as Edward Sackville—fourth Earl of Dorset—, who succeeded Richard in 1624. 

This period, which depicts a change in Orlando’s character, corresponds to the recovery of 

the family fortune, the refurbishing of Knole House and Edward’s political activity (Hoffman 

1968, 439).  

The next chapter in the novel depicts Orlando’s change of sex, dated in the manuscript 

on May 10, 1683. That same year Charles Sackville was appointed sixth Earl of Dorset and, 

according to Vita, he was a prototype of the Restoration period (Hoffman 1968, 439). 

Furthermore, Charles Sackville was a poet, and that is implied in the novel when the Orlando 

of the Restoration age abandons her—not his any longer from this point onwards in the 

narrative—political life, and her interest in resuming her poem “The Oak Tree” flourishes 

again. Woolf might have wanted to depict the Sackvilles’ shift from an almost exclusive 

political career of the previous Earl—the novel describes Orlando’s decision to accept his 

position as an ambassador in Turkey—to the return of a literary figure within the family. 

However, as Hoffman (1968) claims, the change of sex marks Woolf’s decision to portray 

Restoration Orlando as a woman since she understands poetic genius as a feminine quality 

(439). Beth A. Boehm (1992), on the other hand, suggests that the reason behind Orlando’s 

change of sex “is that, like the details of Judith Shakespeare's life and the details of women's 
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lives in patrilineal societies generally, those of Vita Sackville-West's female ancestors were 

left unrecorded” before that period (195).  

In addition to the different motives Woolf might have had to change Orlando’s sex 

during the seventeenth century, not only does the change connect Orlando as a whole with 

the Modern Orlando and Vita Sackville-West, but Orlando as a man also implies Vita’s 

masculine pole of her personality. Returning to the time division in the novel, after the 

Restoration period, Woolf introduces the chapter dedicated to the obscure Victorian times. 

In the novel Orlando struggles against the impulse to yield to the feminine stereotypes of that 

age: “The Angel in the House.” However, she finally submits to the conventions of the period 

to find a husband. It is also the century in which her estates and titles are returned to her since 

her sex had been in dispute; and, consequently, her possessions—removed during the 

previous time period—are also returned to the protagonist. In this respect, during the 

nineteenth century, Knole belonged mostly to two women—John Frederick Sackville’s 

daughters: Mary and Elizabeth Sackville—due to the death of both father and son, who were 

supposed to hold the property of the house. I would suggest that the recognition of Orlando 

as a woman proprietor in the novel could also point to both Sackville women who, although 

they had no right to hold possessions on their own, finally inherited the estate in the absence 

of direct male descendants. Eventually, the sixth chapter alludes to the Modern times of the 

twentieth century and Orlando represents Vita Sackville-West’s real success as a writer. 

 Apart from the connection between the different personalities depicted in Orlando 

with the actual members of the Sackville family, there are other characters and other 

elements—such as the house itself—which describe a realistic panorama about the 

Sackvilles. With regard to the characters, Frank Baldanza (1955) highlights that Princess 

Sasha is inspired by Madame Muscovita, whose portrait was at Knole House, and who is 
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mentioned in a poem by Charles Sackville, second Duke of Dorset. In addition, Rosina 

Pepita—Orlando’s gypsy wife—derives from Vita Sackville-West’s grandmother Pepita, 

who was a gypsy dancer and Lionel Sackville-West’s mistress. Baldanza (1955) also points 

out that the lawsuit regarding Orlando’s sex legitimacy parallels the one about the legitimacy 

of Lionel’s and Pepita’s children (277)—since they were not officially married. Knole House 

also serves as an inspiration to depict Orlando’s manor, “which had formerly belonged to an 

archbishop and a king” and “is granted him by Queen Elizabeth, just as Knole” (Baldanza 

1955, 276). The author also highlights that Orlando’s appreciation of the beauties of the 

house derives from Vita’s own comments about Knole. Furthermore, Woolf includes several 

similarities between both estates: the billiard room, the Venetian room and a Poet’s Parlour 

full of portraits of famous writers (276-277). Another realistic detail Virginia Woolf included 

in her “biography” was Orlando’s winning “‘The Burdett Coutts’ Memorial Prize” for her 

poem “The Oak Tree,” which mirrors Vita Sackville-West’s winning the Hawthornden Prize 

for her long poem The Land (Baldanza 1955, 278). I would also like to point out that the 

inclusion of pictures of paintings and photographs to illustrate Orlando both as a man and a 

woman, and other characters of the novel, also provides Woolf’s work with those realistic 

elements which blur the line between fact and fiction. 

 

2.2. Orlando and A Room of One’s Own: the blurred line between fact and fiction 

 

Returning to the comparison between Orlando and A Room of One’s Own, Boehm (1992) 

acknowledges that for Woolf “the marriage of fiction and fact is particularly necessary if one 

is to write narratives about women’s lives, since nonfictional narrative forms have left 

unrecorded the facts of women’s lives, while fictional narratives have distorted or ignored 
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the real conditions of female existence” (193). After the publication of Orlando, Virginia 

Woolf wrote in her diary the following words on November 7th: 

 

And I cannot think what to ‘write next.’ I mean the situation is, this Orlando is of course a 

very quick brilliant book. Yes, but I did not try to explore. And must I always explore? Yes 

I think so still. … 

Well but Orlando was the outcome of a perfectly definite, indeed overmastering impulse. I 

want fun. I want fantasy. I want (& this was serious) to give things their caricature value. 

And still this mood hangs about me. I want to write a history, say of Newnham or the womans 

movement, in the same vein. The vein is deep in me—at least sparkling, urgent. (Diary 3, 

202-203) 

 

This entry demonstrates Woolf’s impulses about a more profound discussion which had been 

ignored in her fantastic novel. Her fictional biographical novel—which I consider a great 

feminist text that actually deals with many of the issues later argued in A Room of One’s 

Own—was insufficient for the British writer after the papers read in October 1928 to two 

different student associations at Cambridge University: the Arts Society at Newnham College 

and the ODTAA at Girton College. With regard to this, Boehm (1992) remarks that “the 

narrative techniques Woolf discovered by writing Orlando prepared her to write the work 

that has become our ‘literary feminist bible’” (193). Fiction, consequently, becomes both a 

major consideration and a literary technique in A Room of One’s Own.  

On the one hand, Woolf’s discussion begins with an emphasis on the inquiry 

regarding the connection or the relation between women and fiction, which will be the 

author’s primary concern in this essay. Woolf writes: “The title women and fiction might 
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mean … women and what they are like or it might mean women and the fiction that they 

write; or it might mean women and the fiction that is written about them, or it might mean 

that somehow all three are inextricably mixed together.” However, the narrative voice 

emphasises the fact that she “should never be able to come to a conclusion” (1). But why is 

she not able to provide the reader with an answer? This is in fact the key aspect developed in 

the long essay: she is not to seek the conclusion or the response, but the truth. In this respect, 

fiction becomes the necessary instrument to articulate a truthful discourse. Virginia Woolf—

by way of a fictional character that takes shape of a first-person narrator—constructs her 

account around the examination about how women make use of fiction in order to tell their 

truth or, in other words, to express their reality. This discussion arises within female 

intellectual circles since our patriarchal society has systematically erased women from 

history and, as Woolf demonstrates, from the discourse of truth. At the same time, the British 

writer calls into question precisely that reality around women—or without them—, which is 

in fact the authoritative discourse of men.  

For this reason, another concern for the writer is the understanding of what it implies 

to be a woman by means of the discourse of fiction. Woolf describes a woman in words of 

her narrator as a “very queer composite being.” However, the narrative voice points out that 

women have been of great relevance for men only within the discourse of literature and 

imagination: “She pervades poetry from cover to cover; she is all but absent from history. 

She dominates the lives of kings and conquerors in fiction; in fact she was the slave of any 

boy whose parents forced a ring upon her finger.” Furthermore, even though the British writer 

highlights women’s actual literary and creative genius, “in real life she could hardly read, 

could scarcely spell, and was the property of her husband” (36). In this context, fiction 

becomes for Woolf a woman’s means—and consequently the literary technique present in 
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the essay—so as to provide truth. The narrative voice points out at the beginning of the 

discussion, and as a matter of presentation, that in the text fiction will more likely “contain 

more truth than fact.” She will make use of “all the liberties and licenses of a novelist.” She 

also highlights that the events described within these pages have “no existence.” Both 

Oxbridge—which stands for the real Oxford and Cambridge Universities—and Fernham—

Newnham—are unreal. Moreover, the narrator argues that the use of ‘I’ in the narrative “is 

only a convenient term for somebody who has no real being.” This ‘I’ that uses a narrative 

voice called Mary Beton, Mary Seton, Mary Carmichael or “any name you please” (2) 

represents the ultimate use of fiction with the aim to, according to Boehm (1992), create a 

parody of men’s “confident scholarly discourse that pretends to capture facts and deliver 

truths about the world” (195).  

In the fourth chapter of the essay Virginia Woolf develops this idea. She writes—as 

I have stated earlier—that “since a novel has this correspondence to real life, its values are to 

some extent those of real life.” Woolf adds that masculine values, the ones that prevail, are 

consequently transferred “from life to fiction” (63). However, in her discussion the British 

author comments that previous forms of literature—that is, poetry—“were hardened” by the 

time a woman eventually became a writer, and the novel, which was born in the nineteenth 

century, “was young enough to be soft in her hands” (66). Woolf implies by asking her 

audience—“where shall I find that elaborate study of the psychology of women by a 

woman?” (67)—that, since women have historically been erased from the scholarly and 

patriarchal studies, fictional novels have become their means to deliver their histories. In A 

Room of One’s Own Woolf calls into question the reliability of the authoritative and 

oppressive discourses of men through the use of fiction, and advocates this genre as a 

woman’s tool to seek and express the truth. In addition, “[i]n opposition to the answer-
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seeking male essayist, lecturer, or biographer, Woolf poses as the truth-seeking writer of 

fiction who will acknowledge her use of both fact and fiction to construct her narrative” 

(Boehm 1992, 196). 

Other similarities between both texts in terms of their literary technique is Woolf’s 

allusions to active readers, or to the necessary conversation between narrative voice and 

readers. It is also relevant to point out that both narrators represent fictional voices who 

address a real audience using fiction in order to deliver ‘truths’—or rather to encourage the 

reader to ponder about the truthfulness of assumptions taken for granted because of their 

authority. It is that authority—the scholarly discourse of men—that is called into question in 

Woolf’s narratives. In this respect, Boehm (1992) highlights in Orlando Woolf’s 

metafictional strategies that, for instance, translate into the narrator’s emphasis on praising 

“those readers who work to make meaning even when there are no words to guide them” 

(197). The writer refers to the following lines in the novel: 

 

For though these are not matters on which a biographer can profitably enlarge it is plain 

enough to those who have done a reader’s part in making up from bare hints dropped here 

and there the whole boundary and circumference of a living person; can hear in what we only 

whisper a living voice; can see, often when we say nothing about it, exactly what he looked 

like; know without a word to guide them precisely what he thought—and it is for readers 

such as these that we write—it is plain then to such a reader that Orlando was strangely 

compounded of many humours—of melancholy, of indolence, of passion, of love of solitude, 

to say nothing of all those contortions and subtleties of temper which were indicated on the 

first page, when he slashed at a dead nigger’s head. (48-49) 
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Furthermore, Boehm (1992) points out that readers—having explicitly become a “topic of 

discussion” in the novel—encounter their expectations about what it is fiction and truth 

blurred (197). As I have stated above, Woolf’s intention in her narrative is to challenge what 

readers have conventionally assumed to be true. At the beginning of the second chapter in 

the novel—a few paragraphs before the reference cited above—this idea is illustrated when 

the narrative voice highlights the biographer’s duty “to plod, without looking to right or left, 

in the indelible footprints of truth.” However, the biographer is “faced with a difficulty” in 

this second episode of Orlando’s life: “it is dark, mysterious, and undocumented.” For that 

reason, facts will be described “as far as they are known, and so let the reader make of them 

what he may” (43). In the fourth chapter, a similar reference appears: “But to give an exact 

and particular account of Orlando’s life at this time becomes more and more out of the 

question” (155). This is due to Orlando’s usual change of masculine and feminine clothes 

and, consequently, she is misidentified in different historical accounts. Returning to our 

question here, Woolf’s unreliable biographer makes reference, I would suggest, not only to 

the reader’s responsibility to interpret and question facts, but also to the unreliability of actual 

historical and scholarly discourses, and their authority. Why have men’s accounts historically 

been assumed to be truthful?  

 Secondly, Boehm (1992) mentions that the readers’ “convictions about the factual 

status of scholarly discourse” are similarly highlighted in A Room Of One’s Own (198). 

Furthermore, Woolf’s metafiction is present in this narrative as well, and this strategy is made 

clear from the very beginning of the essay. As I stated earlier, the narrative voice points out 

to the audience that the voices and the facts described in the narration are fictional. However, 

by means of the use of fiction Woolf delivers a truthful and reliable narrative, or at least asks 

the reader to revise their previous assumptions as they are framed within a patriarchal context. 
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Therefore, since the engagement with the reader becomes a central topic of discussion, as it 

occurs in Orlando, the narrative voice expresses the reader’s responsibility to build the 

meaning of her words. Boehm (1992) remarks the opening line in which the narrator 

interrupts a possible verbalisation by the reader because of the new title. Woolf opens her 

essay as follows: “But, you may say, we asked you to speak about women and fiction—what 

has that got to do with a room of one’s own?” (1). When comparing A Room of One’s Own 

with the initial essay, “Women and Fiction” begins with similar words and explains the 

ambiguity implied by the title similarly to the reworked longer version—Woolf even 

mentions the necessity for women to have a room of their own: 

 

The title of this article can be read in two ways: it may allude to women and the fiction that 

they write, or to women and the fiction that is written about them. The ambiguity is 

intentional, for in dealing with women as writers, as much elasticity as possible is desirable; 

it is necessary to leave oneself room to deal with other things besides their work. (43) 

 

However, in this shorter piece, the title and the subject that Woolf has been invited to discuss 

about coincides. In the fictional speech given by a fictional ‘I’ she constructs in A Room of 

One’s Own, the conversation is interrupted before it even begins. The narrative voice is 

supposed to give a lecture about women and fiction, but the title has been changed. On the 

one hand, according to Boehm (1992), Woolf’s intention here is to mask or avoid her 

responsibility as a writer or speaker to provide a thorough answer about the topic she has 

been invited to speak about—“I should never be able to come to a conclusion” (1), Woolf 

writes in her essay. On the other hand, by having replaced “the unpoetic and restricting 

‘women and fiction’ with the poetic and symbolic ‘room of one’s own,’” Woolf provides the 
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reader with the task to construct their own meaning of the title (Boehm 1992, 198). As it 

occurs in Orlando, the readers are invited to take an active role in the reading process and to 

question the truthfulness of traditional factual genres. Boehm (1992) adds that the use of 

metafiction is a “form of literary criticism” that revises both the writer’s and the reader’s 

responsibilities within literature (199). 

  

3. Virginia Woolf’s feminist discourse in Orlando  

 

Orlando must be contemplated as one major feminist novel because—as it has been discussed 

above—it revolves around Woolf’s concern about the situation of women, a novel that later 

developed into her feminist essay. In the previous section I have argued how Woolf uses 

fiction and imagination as a means to recreate a truthful historical discourse from a woman’s 

point of view, and how this genre becomes the necessary medium for women to break with 

the male canonical narrative. The fantasy novel, Orlando, contains much critique towards a 

patriarchal society that has erased women from history, and has ignored their needs and 

concerns. The aim of this section is to provide evidence of some of the concerns by women 

and feminists during the Victorian period and the early twentieth century, which also soaked 

Virginia Woolf’s work and took shape into the characters and the events of the novel.  

 To begin with, I will refer to Virginia Woolf’s desire to recreate the patriarchal 

historical vision of the past and the literary tradition through the use of fiction and 

imagination—an aspect that becomes of great relevance in Orlando. As Jane de Gay (2007) 

points out, “Woolf never developed this female literary history in a sustained, systematic, 

non-fictional form” but “did try out such a history in fictional form in her fantasy novel 

Orlando: A Biography, which she was writing as she began preparing A Room of One’s Own” 
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(62-63). The British writer challenges male canonical figures in the novel when Orlando, an 

aspiring writer, is neglected by great authors of the literary tradition, and—after becoming a 

woman, and experiencing the barriers and the societal norms women are obliged to follow in 

a patriarchal society—eventually manages to gain recognition and fame after the publication 

of her poem in the twentieth century. At the same time, inspired by the history of Knole 

House and the Sackville family—as a tribute to her dear friend Vita Sackville-West—, Woolf 

also recreates the history of the family, and vindicates the female and feminine genius, a 

necessary feature in order for the imagination to flourish.  

This aspect links to the second point here: the androgynous mind. Woolf creates a 

discussion around gender—although she does not allude to this term in the novel—, and 

highlights that the stereotypes that mark men’s and women’s behaviours in society are 

artificial—more specifically, created by men to subdue women—, and cultural or 

environmental—in this respect, the period Orlando spends with the gypsy community and 

her return to England constitute a suitable example to illustrate this idea. In A Room of One’s 

Own, Woolf theorises about this concept: the androgynous mind; which implies for her the 

necessary cooperation between the masculine and the feminine sides of the mind—present 

in both men and women—in order to use “all its faculties” (85). Orlando, the protagonist of 

the novel, constitutes the perfect example to illustrate this concept: a “man-womanly” first, 

a “woman-manly” afterwards—these are the terms Woolf uses in her essay. Other characters, 

such as the Archduchess Harriet/Archduke Harry—who, even though not in a biological way, 

also suffers a sex transformation in the narration—and Orlando’s future husband, 

Marmaduke Bonthrop Shelmerdine—a man described as being very womanly—, also 

represent this ideal of the androgynous mind since, for instance, the characters mentioned 

above are revealed to be men who publicly demonstrate their feminine side. 
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On the other hand, the discourse of gender in the novel around the idea of the 

androgynous mind—not explicitly described as such in the narrative—also allows Woolf to 

denounce the norms Orlando is exposed to after her transformation into a woman. In this 

respect, Woolf contrasts the values of the old Victorian society to the new modern world, 

which is changing for better in comparison to the previous century. In this change, Woolf 

advocates the rupture of a traditional society in which women were confined at home, and 

were denied the access to the public sphere and other spaces reserved for men, such as the 

literary tradition. In breaking the gender binary, Woolf encourages women to embrace their 

masculine side—which actually corresponds to the apparatus used by men to sustain the 

power scheme—and men to welcome with open arms feminine features—which had been 

discarded and neglected for centuries for being considered inferior. All gender stereotypes 

are suggested to be artificial and dependent upon the cultural environment; consequently, 

they are changeable and can be adapted to the modern society.  

With regard to Woolf’s emphasis on how sex influences writing, according to her, 

the great writers of the literary tradition—Shakespeare and Coleridge, the examples 

mentioned in A Room of One’s Own to illustrate this idea—are representations of a literary 

genius which breaks the boundaries of gender: they are androgynous minds because they are 

capable to transmit emotion. However, the women novelists of the nineteenth century also 

constituted for Woolf great literary geniuses because, as she describes in her essay, despite 

the hardships they had to face in their daily life, they wrote like women and fought for their 

literary career. Orlando is the representation of both: an identity that knows both the manly 

and the womanly lives, an identity that blends both man and woman, and, furthermore, a 

woman who manages to succeed in the literary world. 
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The last issue which I will allude to in this section has to do with legal aspects 

concerning women, more specifically to their right to hold properties and titles. Orlando, 

during the course of the narrative, is disposed of her estate and titles after becoming a woman. 

During that period, women were not allowed to legally be entitled to possess any belonging 

on her own: they were automatically entrusted to their husbands after marriage and later to a 

male descendant. That is, any money given to or inherited by a woman belonged to their 

husbands; they were one person under the law. Moreover, inheritances followed a patrilineal 

tradition too; consequently, women were only granted the right to inherit any possession in 

the absence of a direct male successor. This aspect created much controversy and eventually, 

during the Victorian period, the fight led the Parliament to pass the Married Women’s 

Property Act in 1870, and revise it years later, granting wives their right to hold their own 

possessions after marriage. 

Knole House—which belonged to two sisters during great part of the nineteenth 

century due to the deaths of both father and brother, and the absence of any other direct male 

member of the family—remained, however, under the patrilineal law of inheritance, and, 

therefore, it was eventually entrusted to a male descendant. When Vita Sackville-West’s 

father died, she lost the house to a male cousin. Virginia Woolf makes a clear reference to 

this episode in Orlando when the protagonist must face a legal dispute before recovering her 

possessions. For this reason, I suggest that Woolf is also aware of the vindication by women 

and feminists of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries with regard to their inferiority against 

the law over men: they were not equal citizens within a patriarchal system. This episode in 

the novel also serves to cast some light and raise awareness on this matter. 
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3.1. A female historiography and literary tradition 

 

As Jane de Gay (2007) points out, “Virginia Woolf made a seminal contribution to feminist 

literary history and provided the discipline with some of its most memorable quotations” 

(62). In A Room of One’s Own, Woolf discusses the image given of women in the fiction 

written by men, highlighting that readers might imagine them as being “of the utmost 

importance” and “as great as a man, some think even greater” (35-36). As these words 

remark, for the British writer, women in the words of men are entities far from reality, and 

consequently the woman writer becomes, as Woolf describes later in the essay, the genius 

that fights against a patriarchal society. In this section I will focus on how Woolf’s feminist 

discourse interferes and blends within the discourse of fiction, and how the female novelist 

became—after the birth of this new genre—the necessary figure to develop a female literary 

tradition; a figure which, at the same time, serves for the purpose of deconstructing the 

patriarchal discourse of history, and rebuilding it taking into consideration women’s 

experiences and personal histories. As I will discuss later, the androgynous mind also 

becomes for Woolf a central element in the literary tradition to redefine the category of 

literary genius; however, in terms of gender, the role of women and the female experience 

within the writing tradition is also of utmost relevance for the British writer. 

In connection to the previous analysis of the use fiction in both Orlando and A Room 

of One’s Own, Woolf’s main concern is, as I stated above, to construct a female 

historiography and a female literary tradition, being fiction a woman’s instrument to 

formulate her own discourse. Following de Gay’s (2007) analysis, Woolf’s considerations 

about the lives of great female writers of the literary tradition—Lady Winchilsea, Aphra 

Behn, Fanny Burney, Jane Austen, George Eliot and the Brönte sisters—points to her interest 
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in how gender might have influenced their language and their choice of the novel as their 

vehicle for writing (62). In the essay Woolf writes:  

 

[N]ovels do come to grief somewhere. The imagination falters under the enormous strain. 

The insight is confused; it can no longer distinguish between the true and the false. … But 

how would all this be affected by the sex of the novelist, I wondered, looking at Jane Eyre 

and the others. Would the fact of her sex in any way interfere with the integrity of a woman 

novelist—that integrity which I take to be the backbone of the writer? (62) 

 

Here Woolf refers to the limitations that women writers faced during their literary career. 

She uses the example of the novel mentioned above, and highlights Charlotte Brönte’s 

feelings poured in her novel and intermixed with her imagination, such as anger, personal 

grievance or indignation. As Woolf highlights, “since a novel has its correspondence to real 

life, its values are to some extent those of real life.” Consequently, since masculine values 

prevail in society, they are “inevitably transferred from life to fiction” (63). Her discussion 

continues with the constant constraints that women writers encountered because women’s 

feelings and experiences were considered unimportant by the public opinion. By contrast, in 

terms of gender, Woolf points out the role of these female writers who, after the birth of the 

new genre, the novel, fought against those restrictions, and eventually imposed themselves 

as great figures of the literary history among the great men: “What genius, what integrity it 

must have required in face of all that criticism, in the midst of that purely patriarchal society, 

to hold fast to the thing as they saw it without shrinking. Only Jane Austen did it and Emily 

Brontë. ... They wrote as women write, not as men write” (63). 
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 Fiction and the world of imagination constitute the contrast to the authoritative 

scholarly discourse in the tradition of history, from which women have been absent, and to 

the male literary tradition, which had not granted the necessary conditions for a woman to 

write. The novel became in the nineteenth century the only genre sufficiently new for a 

woman to explore, and the only vehicle for a woman to exercise her capacity of “the 

observation of character, in the analysis of emotion” (A Room of One’s Own, 57). Woolf 

discusses that traditional genres, such as the epic or the poetic play, were “hardened” by the 

time a woman managed to become a writer. Furthermore, she suggests that the novel became 

the only genre “young enough to be soft in her hands,” and possibly the reason why it became 

a woman’s vehicle to write (A Room of One’s Own, 66). 

 The fourth chapter of A Room of One’s Own, which is dedicated to discuss the role 

of women within the literary tradition and the use of fiction so as to create their own, also 

contains other well-known quotes by the British writer, with which she complains about the 

limitations that women have encountered in the realm of literature: “Literature is open to 

everybody. … Lock up your libraries if you like; but there is no gate, no lock, no bolt, that 

you can set upon the freedom of my mind” (64). Similarly, Orlando constitutes the perfect 

example of the use of fiction Woolf explains in A Room of One’s Own, a novel that also 

contains a protagonist who eventually becomes an acclaimed female writer in the twentieth 

century. As I have stated earlier, both texts intermix, blend together; they are separate, but 

also become one. Nevertheless, De Gay (2006) highlights the differences between novel and 

essay: 

 

Orlando rewrites literary history in a slightly different way, not by tracing lost female figures, 

but by following the fortunes of an aspiring writer who is female from the seventeenth century 
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onwards, thereby posing questions about the relationship between women writers and the 

literary canon and considering how the conditions in which women writers live might affect 

their work. (133) 

 

Consequently, as De Gay (2007) explains in another work, Woolf’s emphasis on the novel 

concerns how gender affects the experiences of the writers, and how their conditions vary as 

well. Furthermore, Woolf criticises the scholarly discourse for contemplating the past and 

highlights why the imagination becomes a relevant technique for that purpose (63).  

In this respect, following De Gay’s (2007) analysis, Woolf challenges the works of 

two of the most outstanding figures of the nineteenth century: her own father, Leslie Stephen, 

and John Ruskin. As De Gay (2007) suggests, for Leslie Stephen gender was an unimportant 

factor for the “production on the quality of writing,” whereas for Woolf, in both novel and 

essay, it becomes a central feature. Stephen’s writings focus on mainstream male figures—

such as Pope, Defoe, Johnson and Boswell. By contrast, Woolf’s Orlando depicts an aspiring 

writer who remains unnoticed in the literary world for several centuries until the twentieth; 

when she manages to publish her poem, win a prize, and obtain literary recognition and fame. 

Furthermore, the preface of the novel, in which Woolf acknowledges the different authors of 

the literary tradition who she is in debt of, does not allude to her father. Continuing with De 

Gay’s discussion, Orlando examines canonical authors and “this perspective is often used to 

cut them down to size” (64). Another satirisation of the male canonical discourse, as De Gay 

(2007) points out, occurs with regard to the idea of “the spirit of the age.” This “regulatory 

ideological force” has a great effect on Orlando’s behaviour, especially during the nineteenth 

century period. De Gay (2007) refers specifically to the idea of marriage—with which the 

protagonist is greatly concerned—that results to function as a “violent coercion.” In addition, 
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De Gay (2007) continues, Woolf also mocks John Ruskin’s The Storm Cloud of the 

Nineteenth Century when she describes the advent of this new period as a fog that influences 

“every aspect of life” (65), and also offers a different view of the Renaissance: “Ruskin 

criticised the high point of the Renaissance for demonstrating a lack of religious faith by 

giving classical mythology and Christian symbolism equal prominence in art” (De Gay 2006, 

143). Therefore, Woolf’s critique proves to be against the conventional periodisation of the 

history of literature, which focused, as De Gay suggests (2006), on an ideological point of 

view—Leslie Stephen’s writings—, and not a sociological one—as Woolf’s essay proves to 

be (140). De Gay (2007) also highlights that “[i]n satirising the methods of Stephen and 

Ruskin, she [Woolf] rejected Victorian patriarchal metanarratives, which had left out the 

history of women writers and had attempted to package the past in ways which reinforced 

patriarchal ideologies” (71). 

By contrast, Woolf alludes in Orlando to the views of Walter Pater, John Addington 

Symonds and Vernon Lee (Violet Paget), who, according to De Gay (2006), “countered 

Ruskin’s moralistic attack on the Renaissance by arguing that it initiated the advance of 

personal and political freedoms” (143) and “offered Woolf (like Lytton Strachey) an antidote 

to conventional models of history” (144). For the British writer, De Gay (2006) continues, in 

following these writers’ views of history and the past, “the Renaissance spirit was not only 

alive in the present but also played a vital role in modernity” (144)—we cannot forget 

Woolf’s interest in studying Greek and the great classical works. Furthermore, not only did 

Pater, Lee and Symonds provided Woolf with “models for resisting dominant Victorian 

patriarchal approaches to history,” but also “Vita Sackville-West’s position drew her 

attention to the necessity for a woman to find access to history” (146). This alludes once 

again to Woolf’s urge to encourage women to trace their own origins. As the British writer 
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highlights in A Room of One’s Own, not only did the “discouragement and criticism” have 

an effect on women’s writings, but other great difficulty faced them: “they had no tradition 

behind them, or one so short and partial that it was of little help.” Moreover, Woolf adds that 

“[i]t is useless to go to the great writers for help,” and, since there are no mothers for women 

to recall within the literary tradition, “there was no common sentence ready for her to use”— 

unlike the great male novelists, who “have based it on the sentence that was current at the 

time” (64-65). Sackville-West’s history in Orlando allows Woolf to recreate the course of 

the past using imagination, a technique that at the same time permits the British writer to 

distance herself from the patriarchal tradition. According to De Gay (2006), Woolf uses 

“Orlando’s long life to trace a heritage for a twentieth-century woman writer back to the 

Renaissance” (147). De Gay (2006) also mentions the figure of Nick Greene as another 

device to satirise and criticise the literary establishment. This character, according to this 

author, is a figure “who sets himself up as an arbiter of taste, but is merely a self-publicist 

seeking financial gain (as a Renaissance and Restoration hack) and society’s esteem (as a 

Victorian knighted professor)” (132). Consequently, throughout the novel Nick Greene’s 

authority within the literary realm seems to shrink since Orlando is eventually acclaimed by 

the public eye. 

This analysis demonstrates Woolf’s ambition to deconstruct in both her fantasy novel 

and her long essay the patrilineal scholarly discourse in historiography and literature. 

Through Orlando, Woolf builds history in the eyes of a woman, and suggests that “the 

imagination provided the only satisfactory medium for embracing the lost past” (De Gay 

2007, 71). Orlando also becomes the woman who—after many years being neglected by the 

male literary tradition—flourishes and builds a literary tradition of her own. In addition, this 

points to the women writers Woolf mentions in A Room of One’s Own, and to Woolf herself. 
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Nevertheless, as De Gay (2006) suggests, Orlando is not implied to be the Judith Shakespeare 

that Virginia Woolf describes in her long essay since the protagonist of the novel is a man 

during the Elizabethan period. However, he eventually becomes a “modern woman writer,” 

and this way Woolf claims “an imaginative starting-point for a history of writing by women” 

(133). In conclusion, imagination and the world of fiction becomes the point of departure, as 

Woolf suggests in both texts, for women to find their lost origins within the literary tradition. 

 

3.2. The androgynous mind 

 

Another challenge Virginia Woolf poses in her novel—in terms of a feminist point of view, 

and with regard to the traditional gender and sex stereotypes—is her redefinition of human 

identity. For the British writer, both masculine and feminine minds must intertwine in order 

to sense reality fully and truly. In Orlando Woolf writes the following: 

 

Different though the sexes are, they intermix. In every human being a vacillation from one 

sex to the other takes place, and often it is only the clothes that keep the male or female 

likeness, while underneath the sex is the very opposite of what it is above. (133) 

 

As Mary Electa Kelsey (1931) points out in an essay published during Woolf’s period, 

Orlando leads an “ebb-and-flow existence” since her masculine and feminine habits switch 

or fuse in her later years as an adult woman (426). Kelsey’s (1931) analysis of Woolf’s major 

works, and especially Orlando, provides an insightful understanding of Virginia Woolf’s 

perception of the androgynous mind. Kelsey discusses through the character of Orlando the 

environmental and artificial features of what it means to be a man and a woman, that is, 
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Woolf’s aim is to demonstrate that social conventions are imposed upon the sexes. Even 

though Woolf does not use the term “gender” in her novel, the theoretical background of 

Orlando develops a constructivist discourse on gender, which resembles later feminist 

discussions.  

According to Kelsey (1931), the narrative voice remarks Orlando’s “reassuring sense 

of permanent identity” after the change of sex (426). In this respect, the narrative voice in 

Woolf’s novel describes the protagonist’s first impressions of her new sex as follows: 

“Orlando had become a woman — there is no denying it. But in every other respect, Orlando 

remained precisely as he had been., the change of sex, though it altered their future, did 

nothing whatever to alter their identity” (96). However, this reassuring sense of Orlando’s 

unaltered identity in these lines is contradictory since it also predicts a new future for her as 

a woman: even though Orlando’s identity seems to be unchangeable, the environment—that 

is, society—will perceive the protagonist as a woman and, consequently, people’s perception 

of her will be different. This fact, moreover, demonstrates that identity also depends on how 

others perceive us: when Orlando set sails towards London, she begins “to be aware of a 

subtle shifting in values and reactions” (Kelsey 1931, 426). There are many instances to 

illustrate this idea in the fourth chapter of the novel: “Which is the greater ecstasy? The man’s 

or the woman’s?” (108), Orlando wonders on the Enamoured Lady. The artificial nature of 

gender stereotypes is also realised by the protagonist during this journey back home: “for 

women are not … obedient, chaste, scented, and exquisitely apparelled by nature. They can 

only attain these graces, without which they may enjoy none of the delights of life, by the 

most tedious discipline” (110).  

On the other hand, Orlando’s exposure to the real world makes her realise the social 

arena of the British society and to set herself a goal: to overthrow the sexist regime. This is 
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illustrated in the interior monologue in which the protagonist—once she is aware of how men 

begin to perceive her as a woman—acknowledges the roles women must attain in order to 

follow that invisible set of gender norms devised by a sexist reality: 

 

“All I can do, once I set foot on English soil, is to pour tea and ask my lords how they like it. 

D`you take sugar? D’you take cream?” And mincing out the words, she was horrified to 

perceive how low an opinion she was forming of the other sex, the manly. … “Heavens!” she 

thought, “what fools they make of us — what fools we are!” (Orlando, 110-112) 

 

After these appreciations, the narrative voice points out Orlando’s censorship of both sexes 

“as if she belonged to neither.” However, “she was a man; she was a woman; she knew the 

secrets, shared the weaknesses of each” (112). Returning to Kelsey’s (1931) analysis, the 

writer mentions that Orlando “was not wholly woman. Neither was she wholly man.” This 

character personifies, according to her, “Woolf’s ideal of the full developed human creature,” 

one in which both principles, masculine and feminine, “existed—fused” (426-427). This is, 

on the other hand, what Woolf conveys later in A Room of One’s Own: “It is fatal to be a man 

or a woman pure and simple; one must be woman-manly or man-womanly” (90). In this 

respect, Woolf’s feminist views take shape in her writings. She advocates an androgynous 

mind, which will be, according to her, the one and only identity able to represent a true sense 

of reality. This androgynous mind deconstructs the gender binary, which is the main structure 

that upholds the foundation of heterosexuality and the sexist cultural regime. Woolf’s 

feminist pillars stand on her struggle to eliminate gender. 

 In her essay, Kelsey (1931) also explains how Woolf’s androgynous mind works in 

her novels. The author distinguishes between the manly and the womanly aspects of Woolf’s 
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personality. On the one hand, Woolf’s masculine side stems from her knowledge about the 

history of English literature. As claimed by Kelsey (1931), the masculine mind is penetrating, 

lucid, balanced, judgemental and swift; “[i]t is a mind saturated with respect for all thought, 

with an amazing sense of the vitality of the past. It is a mind of direct perceptions and 

relentless logic” (429). Furthermore, she points out that this masculine side of the mind is 

conscious of, with regard to women’s lives and characters, the many aspects literature has 

never dealt with. However, on the other hand, Woolf’s feminine side, following Kelsey’s 

discussion, materialises in the works themselves, that is, what must be said about women’s 

truth. Kelsey (1931) again makes a distinction between the masculine function—which 

“perceives the material and sets out to employ it in a rational manner and for a high aim”—

and the feminine power—which “senses the material … and must spread out in words her 

sense of its inexplicable significance or its appalling cruelty” (430). 

 Nevertheless, this logic can only confirm the artificiality of stereotypes imposed on 

both sexes: men are rational, logical and judgemental; whereas women are emotional and 

difficult to understand. In this regard, Virginia Woolf’s aim in both Orlando and A Room of 

One’s Own—besides her other works—is consequently to overthrow the gender binary 

system, dissolve it and fuse it together: either man or woman are eligible to possess both 

features, the manly and the womanly; being the androgynous mind—that is, the one capable 

of breaking the binary—the most powerful and competent so as to convey the truth. In the 

sixth chapter of her long essay, Woolf places emphasis on the cooperation of both sexes as a 

natural quality. The British writer feels the “profound, if irrational, instinct” of the necessity 

of a harmonious union between man and woman in a spiritual level. For her, the normal state 

of being is the intercourse between our manly and womanly parts of our brains. To support 

her claims, Woolf alludes to both Coleridge’s and Shakespeare’s works, which, according to 
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her, their geniuses are great representations of the androgynous mind. This mind is, unlike a 

single-sexed mind, “resonant and porous; that it transmits emotion without impediment; that 

is naturally creative, incandescent and undivided” (A Room of One’s Own, 85). 

 In addition, in her discussion about Coleridge’s androgynous mind, Woolf also 

highlights the sentiment of self-consciousness about sex differences—that is, gender and 

sexual roles—present in her times compared to previous periods. However, Woolf also 

expresses her disagreement with the suffrage campaign. We cannot forget that Woolf’s 

pacifist and anti-violence views clashed with those of the suffragists and suffragettes. In the 

opinion of the British writer, the suffrage campaign is to blame for men’s “desire for self-

assertion,” and their “emphasis upon their own sex and its characteristics which they would 

not have troubled to think about had they not been challenged” (A Room of One’s Own, 85). 

Virginia Woolf’s feminist vision proves to focus not only on the challenge of the masculine 

empire by pointing out its differences from women, but also on the fusion of the gender 

binary. As I have discussed before, many suffragists emphasised their femininity in their 

struggle for enfranchisement in order to demonstrate that, even though political equality were 

granted, and the public sphere shared by both men and women, the masculine and the 

feminine would remain separate realms. 

 Returning to Orlando, after realising the existence of social and cultural 

stereotypes—which also involves the masculine power exerted over women—during her 

journey back to British soil, the protagonist begins a feminist discourse in which she 

denounces the inequality of the sexes. “[S]he was speaking more as a woman speaks than as 

a man, yet with a sort of content after all” (113); the narrative voice explains in the novel. 

Orlando prefers the poverty, the ignorance, to be dominated and disciplined by men, to 

exempt from manly desires—such as power and violence—“if so one can more fully enjoy 
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the most exalted raptures known to the human spirit, which are … contemplation, solitude, 

love” (113). In this context, Woolf highlights the relevance of the feminine characteristics; 

the importance of positioning women at the same level. A purely masculine mind—that is, a 

sexist society—lacks the vision of half of its members: a feminine vision necessary to convey 

emotion. The British writer equals the traditionally masculine features—reason and logic—

to women’s emotional side. An androgynous mind is the one and only capable of perceiving 

and expressing both; and capable of shattering a gender system used by men to exercise 

power over women. For this reason, Woolf’s constructivist discourse paralleled that of the 

feminists, which has also become the central discussion around gender of the feminist 

movements until today. 

 

3.3. Legal concerns 

 

Another challenge Virginia Woolf poses in her novel concerns women’s rights to hold 

properties. As I have mentioned earlier, Knole House belonged during the nineteenth century 

to John Frederick Sackville’s daughters—first to the Countess of Plymouth and afterwards 

to her sister, Countess De La Warr—since both their father and brother had died. Even though 

women had no right to possess any property on their own, they inherited the house because 

of the absence of direct male descendants in the family. In Orlando the protagonist’s change 

of sex implies consequently a turning point in her life when she returns to her home country 

after the period in Turkey: the law does not allow her to hold any of her properties and she is 

instantly disposed of them. Woolf introduces this issue in the novel briefly; however, she 

vindicates another right that women had been historically denied: their right to hold 

properties, titles and earnings, and, therefore, their economic freedom. 
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 Returning to the analysis of the novel, after Orlando’s return to British soil, not only 

does she become aware of the conventions imposed on women and the subsequent 

subjugation by men on a societal level, but Orlando also learns that her female sex also 

implies a deprivation of certain legal privileges men possess: all properties or wages a woman 

holds belong to their husbands or, in their absence, sons or any other direct male descendant 

of the family. The protagonist is automatically denied her titles and the proprietorship of her 

estate the very moment she enters her house in Blackfriars. She is notified by the Law Courts 

of the legal suits filed against her during her absence: 

 

The chief charges against her were (1) that she was dead, and therefore could not hold any 

property whatsoever; (2) that she was a woman, which amounts to much the same thing; (3) 

that she was an English Duke who had married one Rosina Pepita, a dancer; and had had by 

her three sons, which sons now declaring that their father was deceased, claimed that all his 

property descended to them. (119) 

 

The most noticeable aspect of this reality is the fact that women had for centuries the same 

rights to hold properties as the dead. Women belonged completely, at a juridical level, to 

their fathers first, then to their husbands, and lastly to their sons, or even their daughters’ 

husbands in the absence of male children. Orlando’s “estates were put in Chancery and her 

titles pronounced in abeyance while the suits were under litigation” (119). What would 

happen to a woman who wanted to remain unmarried? What would happen to a woman with 

no children, husband, father or brother? Another male member of the family would 

consequently inherit all the properties, titles and earnings—such as a cousin or nephew—

disposing the woman of any possibility of economic independence. 
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 This issue is also approached by Woolf in A Room of One’s Own, in which the writer 

speaks of what she defines as “the poverty of the female sex.” Woolf points out that earning 

money for a woman had been impossible in the past, and also highlights that, “had it been 

possible, the law denied them the right to possess what money they earned” (18). Not only 

were any kind of possessions, such as houses and titles, denied to the female sex, but also the 

means to gain freedom and independence from men. Prohibiting for a woman the right to 

economically maintain herself or to have a house on her own was how men exercised power 

over women. It was not until the late nineteenth century that the British Parliament eventually 

passed a measure which granted women’s rights to keep their properties and earnings after 

marriage. This meant that husband and wife became two separate people under the law. As 

Susan Kingsley Kent (2004) highlights, “[w]ith the passage of the Married Women’s 

Property Act of 1870 and 1882, married women secured the right to retain and own any 

property or earnings they might bring to their marriage; husbands no longer enjoyed full and 

free access to their wives’ assets” (28). 

 On the other hand, even though Virginia Woolf is fully aware of women’s victories 

in this field—she alludes to the Married Women’s Property Act in A Room of One’s Own—

, the situation in Orlando remains partially unresolved, and responds still to a criticism 

towards the rights women held during the Victorian period. In the fifth chapter, during the 

nineteenth century, the protagonist is eventually notified of the legal situation of her 

properties, which had been held in abeyance for a century. The narrative voice explains that, 

first, the male children claimed to be Orlando’s are illegitimate; and, second, her sex is legally 

recognised as female. However, according to the narrative voice, Orlando’s properties remain 

“entitled upon the heirs male” (181). The protagonist is returned her properties and titles in 

the absence of male descendants or marriage, and regains control of her life; but this episode 
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also implies that men were still entitled to any inheritance over women relatives. The Married 

Women’s Property Act secured any possession a woman brought to her marriage, but did not 

erase patrilineal inheritance laws. As I suggested earlier, these events in the novel could point 

to the female Sackville members who inherited Knole, but also, as Jane de Gay (2007) 

highlights, to the fact that Vita Sackville-West had lost the estate when her father died, 

passing it to a male cousin (70). 

 

4. Conclusion  

 

As I have cited above, Virginia Woolf wrote in A Room of One’s Own that novels resemble 

real life and, therefore, they also depict the societal values and norms of real life. This would 

perfectly summarise Woolf’s intention in Orlando: to rewrite the patriarchal scholarly 

discourse of history from the point of view of a woman. As Jane de Gay (2006) suggests, 

“when read in the context of Woolf’s engagement with the literary past, [Orlando] can be 

seen to serve the serious purpose of critiquing the assumptions of patriarchal literary history 

and developing feminist perspectives to replace them” (132). Consequently, the fantasy novel 

constitutes for Woolf not only a feminist instrument to confront the patriarchal values 

imposed by the scholarly tradition, but a feminist reference itself. 

 According to Alex Zwerdling (1983), A Room of One’s Own—together with Three 

Guineas—demonstrates Woolf’s “urge to vent her anger about the subjection of women.” 

Therefore, Woolf’s task was “to translate female impulse into feminist strategy” (68). 

Moreover, the author adds that Woolf’s “decision to inhabit her anger in the feminist books 

was not only literary; it was also political” (71). As I have discussed in the previous chapter, 

Woolf was greatly aware of the feminist cause, and knew all the relevant figures of the 
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nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries within the women’s movements. As a consequence, 

her novels—her fiction and fantasy—constituted for her the means towards the goal of both 

creating a literary tradition for women—as Orlando and A Room of One’s Own 

demonstrate—, and expressing her concern—or anger, as Zwerdling suggests—about the 

situation of women in the social arena of the late Victorian period, which is transforming into 

the new Modernity of the twentieth century. 

 In this chapter I have discussed the similarities between Orlando and the feminist 

long essay to explain that the fantasy novel served for Woolf both as a preparation to discuss 

her concerns about the societal stereotypes that divide men and women in a more serious 

manner; and as an example of the theories and thoughts she describes in her essay: fiction 

and imagination become a woman’s means to fight against the patriarchal scholarly discourse 

of men within the literary tradition, and to fight against an artificial gender barrier imposed 

on women in order to exercise control over them in society. Furthermore, Orlando contains 

a great examination about those gender stereotypes, which more specifically Virginia Woolf 

discusses regarding the differences between the traditional Victorian values and those of the 

twentieth century. For this reason, the novel becomes a feminist reference in which the author 

rewrites and reimagines several periods of history, and at the same time creates new 

configurations of gender and sexuality.  

Orlando is first a feminine or womanly man, and later a masculine or manly woman. 

Her sexuality remains “unaltered” after her transition—she still loves women—, but it 

actually alters since she becomes a lesbian: “And as all Orlando’s loves had been women … 

it was still a woman she loved; and if the consciousness of being of the same sex had any 

effect at all, it was to quicken and deepen those feelings which she had had as a man” (113-

114). Therefore, homosexuality, which challenges those traditional codes of gender and 
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sexuality, is another instrument Woolf uses in the novel to vindicate that rupture. Orlando 

becomes a lesbian woman who, in some occasions, dresses and presents herself in society as 

a man; a lesbian woman who eventually falls in love with a womanly man. Furthermore, 

although the British writer does not explicitly refer to the term gender consistently; gender 

conventions, and gender and sexual conversions are openly discussed in the novel. Orlando 

expresses not only Vita Sackville-West’s male ancestors, but Vita herself. Orlando and the 

whole narrative point not only to Sackville-West, but I would say to Woolf herself. 

Woolf’s androgynous mind, which constitutes a central discussion in A Room of 

One’s Own—especially with regard to the literary genius—does not only take shape in the 

fantasy narrative as a feminist resource to encourage women to create their own literary 

tradition; but as a literary weapon to fight against a patriarchal scheme, and reconfigure those 

codes of gender and sexuality. Woolf’s narrative—which is concerned, as I have briefly 

detailed here, with women’s conditions and gender stereotypes—demonstrates her 

commitment with women’s movements and the feminist cause even though she disagreed 

with many of the actions carried out by feminists. Furthermore, although Virginia Woolf’s 

discourse around gender in her long essay focuses more specifically, as I have explained 

before, on the literary realm; the British writer at the same time theorises about gender 

inversion, and proposes that women should be granted the right to access other restricted 

areas that have historically been considered masculine—such as, in a broader sense, the 

public sphere as a whole. Consequently, Woolf’s idea of the androgynous also breaks the 

boundaries of its own definition given in A Room of One’s Own, and expands to other areas. 

For instance, the legal aspect discussed above, which leads to the idea of women’s 

empowerment within society and their recognition on equal terms as citizens, also points to 

Woolf’s discussion of gender blurring with the concept of the androgynous mind.  



131 

 

Through writing fiction Woolf does not only challenge the patriarchal scheme of 

society, but provides women with a weapon to fight against it. In this section I have focused 

only on the similarities between the feminist essay and the novel that, I would say, inspired 

it in order to demonstrate that her fiction and her writing as a whole served as her political 

vindication on the women’s cause. However, Woolf’s Orlando goes beyond her author’s 

concerns with the women’s movements and creates, as I have stated before, a modern 

discourse around gender and sexual norms. Woolf discusses gender inversion, gender 

conversions, gender appropriation, and new configurations of sexuality and identity through 

a fantasy narrative that, as claimed by her own author in her following long work, resembles 

the values of real life for the very fact of being a novel.  
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SECTION II 

PUBLIC AND PRIVATE REALMS 
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Chapter 3 

 

VIRGINIA WOOLF’S PRIVATE WORLD: VICTORIAN HERITAGE 

 

1. Introduction 

 

The discussion around the historical association of the public and private domains to men 

and women respectively has been and is still nowadays of great relevance so as to understand 

the history of feminism and to recognise how women have acquired civil and political rights 

through a process of entering and gaining access to the public sphere. Anna Snaith (2001) 

points out in her work about Virginia Woolf and her understanding of the public/private 

division that western women have always been excluded from the public domain, and adds 

that they have historically been associated with the private side and portrayed as “lacking 

power and individuality” (8). She continues claiming that this dichotomy has contributed to 

patriarchal oppression, and their role on the private domain only began to be questioned with 

women’s gradual access to public aspects and with the rise of women’s movements since the 

nineteenth century (9). In order to comprehend this access to political and civil rights, it is 

interesting to understand first how women’s roles as wives, mothers and house carers 

constituted a strong impediment when women began to claim recognition in public aspects 

and positions. And, as I will discuss later, this transgression or trespassing to the public 

sphere embodied for the public eye an inversion of the gender roles and an appropriation of 

traditionally male rights.  

 Virginia Woolf’s many essays and novels demonstrate her concern about and internal 

struggle with the oppressive conditions that women faced during the Victorian age, which 
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eventually began to suffer a deconstruction at the end of the period but still reverberated 

through the modern times of the early twentieth century. In her speech given first in January 

1931—and later published as an essay—“Professions for Women,” Virginia Woolf 

constructs a narrative around the Victorian figure of the Angel of the House, a term taken 

from Victorian poet Coventry Patmore’s famous poem. In her essay the British writer 

describes this allegorical character as a prowler: “Had I not killed her she would have killed 

me” (59), Woolf writes. She states that this Angel stands between women writers and their 

papers. It is described as a phantom that women must fight against in order to avoid its voice 

entering their minds and reminding them of their female nature.  

Woolf metaphorically describes the oppressive roles associated to women and 

femaleness during the Victorian period that she, as a writer, had to struggle with in order to 

become who she really was. The Angel “sacrificed herself daily” and “never had a mind or 

a wish of her own, but preferred to sympathize always with the minds and wishes of others.” 

“Above all … she was pure,” Woolf writes. “In those days … every house had its Angel.” 

The Angel whispers to Woolf: “My dear, you are a young woman. You are writing about a 

book that has been written by a man. Be sympathetic; be tender; flatter; deceive; use all the 

arts and wiles of your sex. Never let anybody guess that you have a mind of your own. Above 

all, be pure” (59). These words represent the Victorian conventions that stifled women during 

that period; the words that took shape within their minds whenever women had to behave 

accordingly to a femininity constructed by men for their own benefit.  

In the essay, Woolf shows an inner struggle with the phantom that is trying to control 

her words; however, after much consideration, the author realises that she cannot yield to the 

Angel’s desires and eventually claims: “you cannot review even a novel without having a 

mind of your own, without expressing what you think to be the truth about human relations, 
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morality, sex” (59). Woolf remarks the actual difficulty that implied liberating oneself from 

the Victorian constraints of femininity: “It is far harder to kill a phantom than a reality.” 

Moreover, the author adds that part of a woman writer’s occupations was indeed to kill the 

Angel in the House (60). Woolf’s narrative here constructs an inner dialogue with herself in 

which she ponders over her reality as a woman, and delivers this reflection to her audience. 

The writer sometimes felt “the extreme conventionality of the other sex,” and points out how 

men allowed themselves great freedom but at the same time condemned such freedom in 

women. Ultimately, Woolf’s message full of hope is also warning her public about the hard 

and long journey ahead; although women managed to kill the Angel, many obstacles still 

impeded their thriving in the professional world. Woolf writes that these “obstacles against 

her are still immensely powerful—and yet they are very difficult to define.” “Inwardly … 

she has still many ghosts to fight, many prejudices to overcome” (62). To close her essay, 

strong words brilliantly illustrate the women’s quest for freedom: 

 

But besides this, it is necessary also to discuss the ends and the aims for which we are fighting. 

… Those aims cannot be taken for granted; they must be perpetually questioned and 

examined. …you have won rooms of your own in the house hitherto exclusively owned by 

men. …but this freedom is only the beginning; the room is your own, but it is still bare. It has 

to be furnished; it has to be decorated; it has to be shared. How are you going to furnish it, 

how are you going to decorate it? With whom are you going to share it? … For the first time 

in history you are able to ask them; for the first time you are able to decide for yourselves 

what the answers should be. (62-63) 
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As I will discuss in this chapter, the Angel in the House and the nineteenth-century 

conventions also play a vital role in Woolf’s Orlando, a novel in which the British writer 

describes the Victorian period as an obscure parenthesis in the history of England since the 

Elizabethan times. For instance, as Kate Flint (2010) suggests, Victorian aesthetics permeate 

Woolf’s writing—both fictional and autobiographical—; and Woolf explores the Victorian 

aesthetics of the “sepulchral interiors and cluttered rooms” to highlight the weight of the 

convention and the Victorian attitudes that suffocated its inhabitants. More specifically, the 

author claims that in Orlando Woolf “portrays the Victorian world as a cloudy, damp 

presence, saturating and swathing everything” (22). In this respect, the author refers to the 

description of the change that houses experienced during the nineteenth century: 

 

furniture was muffled; walls and tables were covered; nothing was left bare. … Coffee 

supplanted the after-dinner port, and, as coffee led to a drawing-room in which to drink it, 

and a drawing room to glass cases, and glass cases to artificial flowers, and artificial flowers 

to mantelpieces, and mantelpieces to pianofortes, and pianofortes to drawing-room ballads, 

and drawing-room ballads (skipping a stage or two) to innumerable little dogs, mats, and 

china ornaments, the home—which had become extremely important—was completely 

altered. (Orlando 161) 

 

This alteration of the house led, consequently, as Woolf points out a few lines later, to the 

fact that “sexes drew further and further apart” (161). The Angel in the House was born, and 

confined women in the private realm and gave them the responsibility to serve their husbands.  

On the other hand, Virginia Woolf’s understanding of the private sphere rested not 

only upon notions of confinement within the domestic world for women or their submission 
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to their husbands, but as a necessary space for women’s individual and social development. 

Jessica Berman (2012) points out that in Three Guineas Woolf draws attention to an already 

present—but still emerging—perception of the private realm in earlier works: “Woolf 

conceives of the private sphere neither as an escape from the failures of public life nor as a 

prison for domesticated women, but as a potentially generative, though problematic, site for 

the reordering of personal, social, and political relations” (462). In this respect, even though 

much criticism towards gender norms and the constraining conditions of women throughout 

the Victorian period was implied in Orlando and her other works, for Virginia Woolf the 

private space and the home played a role as vital as the public sphere does. Challenging the 

gender assumptions, conceptions of sexuality and family models of the Victorian period—as 

Berman (2012) puts it, any “constraints on private behaviour”—was a result of social and 

economic changes in the twentieth century. Virginia Woolf and the members of the 

Bloomsbury group “mocked limitations on sexual expression, generated new models of 

family relationships, and often reworked their houses into spaces for gathering and promoting 

craft” (461). 

 

2. The Angel in the House: domestic roles and family configurations in Victorian 

England 

 

The great cloud which hung, not only over London, but over the whole of the British Isles on 

the first day of the nineteenth century stayed, or rather, did not stay, for it was buffeted about 

constantly by blustering gales, long enough to have extraordinary consequences upon those 

who lived beneath its shadow. A change seems to have come over the climate of England. 

(Orlando, 160) 
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The opening lines of the fifth chapter in Orlando anticipate Virginia Woolf’s visions of 

nineteenth-century England. As the writer points out, “stealthily and imperceptibly” a new 

social order would gain ground: “the constitution of England was altered and nobody knew 

it” (161). This new social order—derived from, as I will explain later, the new configurations 

of labour, and the organisation of the public and private spaces—would also require a 

reformulation of the traditional gender norms, which at the same time would give rise to the 

characteristic separate sphere ideology of the Victorian period. As Woolf points out in the 

novel, 

 

Men felt the chill in their hearts; the damp in their minds. … The sexes drew further and 

further apart. No open conversation was tolerated. … The life of the average woman was a 

succession of childbirths. She married at nineteen and had fifteen or eighteen children by the 

time she was thirty. (161-162) 

 

Here she perfectly illustrates the identification of women within the domestic sphere; that is, 

their womanly roles as mothers, wives and house carers. Women had little control over their 

decisions and depended economically on their husbands, but provided them with the 

necessary comfort within the walls of the home after the arduous tasks of the public life. 

Kate Flint (2010) highlights that, in “A Sketch of the Past,” Virginia Woolf expresses 

her “internalised sense of conflict” owing to “the double consciousness that she experienced 

growing up in two worlds” (21). In this respect, Flint (2010) suggests, Woolf describes in her 

essay “the weight of male authority, and of social convention” exercised by her father and 

half-brothers George and Gerald Duckworth. The author adds that, during the Victorian 
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period, there was a “familiar atmosphere that gently, but perniciously, constricted the lives” 

of the people within the walls of the house, especially women. They felt, “as the Stephen 

sisters did, strong ties of obligation and tradition that moored them, at least to a point, to these 

domestic settings” (Flint 2010, 21). Furthermore, also with regard to Woolf’s 

autobiographical essay, Anna Snaith (2001) remarks that for the writer “the house was 

divided into downstairs, a place of convention and polite conversation, and upstairs, a place 

of study.” Thus, this division also highlights the split between public and private realms: 

when downstairs Woolf was always “on display” (25).  

This idea is also suggested by Alex Zwerdling (1986), who claims that, during the 

Victorian period in England, family and the domestic realm became motive for idolatry. The 

author adds that this “shrine”—that is, the haven of home—was inhabited by what Coventry 

Patmore defined as the Angel in the House: “the submissive wife, whose maternity was a 

Mission and who was worshiped by husband and children alike” (144). As I mentioned 

above, the opening paragraphs of Woolf’s chapter dedicated to the Victorian period in 

Orlando also reflect this change within the private space: “the home—which had become 

extremely important—was completely altered” (161). Even though in this scene the author 

does not explicitly refer to the new configuration of the roles within the family—Woolf only 

mentions the changes in the diet, and the distribution of the house with heavily cluttered 

rooms—, Woolf suggests through these alterations in the interior a new social regime in 

which the realm of the home becomes a key foundation. Returning to Zwerdling’s (1986) 

work, he also highlights that Virginia Woolf’s father, Leslie Stephen, also preached this 

doctrine at home, to which Virginia Stephen was exposed from early years; Leslie “turned it 

into the first commandment of his own faith” (144). That Victorian legacy of the 

understanding of the family as a “coercive” atmosphere in which each member becomes a 
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“functional unit” without any control over that system was present in Virginia Woolf’s life 

(148); and, therefore, translated into her literature. 

 

2.1. The separate sphere ideology 

 

However, the public/private divide had a much greater impact. The configuration of gender 

roles in nineteenth-century Britain intensified the association of women with the domestic 

world and men with the public, which implied at the same time other consequences such as 

the reformulation of femininity and masculinity, or their roles within and for the Empire. 

Virginia Woolf’s responses to these attitudes are a crucial element in her writings and, as I 

have already suggested, many of her concerns with regard to this dichotomy were poured in 

both Orlando and A Room of One’s Own, as well as in her other works. Woolf lived an era 

of transition in which women were gradually gaining access to public sphere and also 

acquiring some political rights. The Victorian period was, as Woolf suggests in Orlando, an 

obscure period for women.  

Anna Snaith (2001) suggests that the traditional association of gender roles that 

confined women within the home in the nineteenth century was caused by the expansion of 

industrial capitalism and the growth of factory manufacturing, which replaced the traditional 

production at home. Later women’s access to the public realm at the end of the Victorian 

period and during early twentieth century was due to increasing consumerism, employment 

and women’s involvement in the field of politics (16). However, during Victorian times the 

private residence constituted a place for retreat provided by women for men (17). This idea 

is also highlighted in Susan Kingsley Kent’s (2004) work: the identification of women with 

the private world within the walls of the home became a vital factor in the construction of 
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femininity in the Victorian period. It was women’s duty to provide their husbands with “a 

haven of peace and security, a repository of moral values” (Kent 2004, 33). In this respect, 

returning to Snaith’s (2001) analysis, the middle class contributed greatly to the 

reinforcement of the public/private sphere division, which was also intensified by the growth 

of suburban areas and the migration from rural to urban communities. Furthermore, this idea 

of the separate sphere ideology also became a symbol of status among middle-class families. 

(17). In addition, this separation of work and home also intensified the difficulty for women 

to access employment (Hall 1982, 13; cited in Snaith 2001, 17). On the other hand, not only 

did middle-class women experience the consequences of the “public/private divide,” but 

many working-class women would have also suffered the negative effects of this 

understanding of gender roles (Snaith 2001, 17). What is more, working-class women 

received lower wages than men since their employment in factories was understood as a 

secondary responsibility in comparison to their primary role as house carers (Bridenthal et al 

1987, 329; cited in Snaith 2001, 17). As the author suggests, 

 

The literal separation of the two roles caused much anxiety regarding its detrimental effect 

on the family. Industrialization intensified class differences in the experience of the public 

and private, just as it altered the conception of public and private spaces, because of changes 

in the relationship of men and women to labour. (Snaith 2001, 17) 

 

 Victorian aesthetics also played a relevant role in the configuration and reinforcement 

of the public/private sphere ideology. Snaith’s (2001) analysis of John Ruskin’s “Of Queens’ 

Gardens” (1865) highlights that the author represents the private home as a self-contained 

environment that imprisons women. The domestic world is impenetrable: “The home, like 
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the woman, is a fortress to be guarded, composed of a virtue which must not be tainted.” The 

married woman and the private realm become one (17). In this respect, Snaith (2001) claims 

that the configuration of the Angel in the House as a provider of haven within the private 

sphere of the Victorian residence depends on the nineteenth-century discourses of women’s 

sexuality. She also highlights the idea that the female body “stands metonymically for the 

home, and indeed the private sphere itself, as it does in discourses of imperialism.”  

Consequently, a woman’s duty for the Empire is that of protecting and maintaining the 

understanding of the home as a place of comfort. A woman’s public role, we could say, is to 

preserve the private domain; this way her place at home is guaranteed: “The ‘success’ of the 

private sphere supports the ‘success’ of the Empire” (Snaith 2001, 18). However, the 

preservation of the private realm rested on, as I suggested earlier, that coercive and 

patriarchal understanding of the family and the home. As Zwerdling (1986) suggests, during 

the Victorian period, a wife’s obligations exceeded those of her husband and the bearing of 

children, “extend[ing] through the whole kinship network down to the remotest collaterals” 

(154). These duties included:  

 

the ceaseless round of visits and family entertainments; the obligatory correspondence that 

involved remembering birthdays and anniversaries as well as keeping in touch with distant 

relations; the weddings, the christenings, the funerals; the nursing and convalescence calls 

that came with frequent illness and the absence of homes for the elderly; and the management 

of servants whose work had to be constantly supervised if this complicated machine was to 

be kept running smoothly (154). 
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The author adds in this respect that men could not be occupied with those tasks due to their 

own professional obligations, which were necessary to guarantee the funds required to 

maintain that family system (154). 

 

2.2. Virginia Woolf’s representations of the private sphere in A Room of One’s Own 

 

Woolf’s responses to the public/private dichotomy and the female stereotypes during 

nineteenth-century Britain also become a major concern in A Room of One’s Own. Woolf 

discusses in her famous essay, as I pointed out in the previous chapter, the patriarchal 

scholarly discourse in the history of literature and the writing of fiction as a woman’s tool to 

fight oppression. However, the discourse on the lives of women also becomes intertwined 

with that of writing fiction and, in this respect, Woolf highlights that women’s lack of 

economic freedom has always been a patriarchal means to grant women’s inferiority over 

men—especially during nineteenth-century Britain: “we burst out in scorn at the 

reprehensible poverty of our sex. What had our mothers been doing then that they had no 

wealth to leave us? Powdering their noses? Looking in at shop windows? Flaunting in the 

sun at Monte Carlo?” (16). The conventions of femininity ensured male superiority over 

women when men’s power and control were menaced. The construction of the Angel in the 

House also shielded women against the access to the public domain and professions, making 

them economically dependent on their husbands. Trivial activities occupied women’s 

leisure— however, as the British writer emphasises in the essay, writing actually threatened 

men’s position in the public realm. Woolf also points out that Mary Seton’s mother—her 

fictional protagonist—had been “a wastrel in her spare time” who had had thirteen children 

(16). Had it been otherwise, the author highlights: 
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[W]e could have been sitting at our ease tonight and the subject of our talk might have been 

archaeology, botany, anthropology, physics, the nature of the atom, mathematics, astronomy, 

relativity, geography. If only Mrs Seton and her mother and her mother before her had learnt 

the great art of making money and had left their money, like their fathers and their 

grandfathers before them, to found fellowships and lectureships and prizes and scholarships 

appropriated to the use of their own sex, we might have dined very tolerably up here alone 

off a bird and a bottle of wine; we might have looked forward without undue confidence to a 

pleasant and honourable lifetime spent in the shelter of one of the liberally endowed 

professions. (17) 

 

In this sense, Oxbridge’s library in the opening scene of the essay, which protects the 

authoritative knowledge and discourse of men from the access of women, becomes a 

metaphorical representation of the Victorian society:  

 

[H]ere I was actually at the door which leads into the library itself. I must have opened it, for 

instantly there issued, like a guardian angel barring the way with a flutter of black gown 

instead of white wings, a deprecating, silvery, kindly gentleman, who regretted in a  low voice 

as he waved me back that ladies are only admitted to the library if accompanied by a Fellow 

of the College. (5) 

 

As this scene demonstrates, according to the social conventions of the period, women should 

be by no means let alone in the public sphere; and, consequently, by no means should they 

be allowed to have a mind of their own. This “black angel” reminds us, and Woolf herself, 



145 

 

of the Angel in the House—as the one the author describes in “Professions for Women”—

that a woman should claim to be. 

Virginia Woolf’s feminist essay provides many other instances of Victorian 

stereotypes that oppressed women’s lives in the nineteenth century. The patriarchal scholarly 

discourse of writing also serves to exemplify—and intensify—the public/private sphere 

ideology of the period. When entering Oxbridge’s library, the protagonist highlights the 

many volumes about women written by men; by contrast, the opposite does not occur—

“[w]omen do not write books about men” (22). At this point, Woolf’s discourse about anger 

begins and, as Hermione Lee (2001) highlights, A Room of One’s Own deals with “the social 

and historical relation between the sexes … as being based on anger: the anger of the patriarch 

when his superiority is threatened, the anger of the woman when her inferiority is assumed” 

(viii). The protagonist’s anger becomes evident when consulting the books at the library: “It 

seemed pure waste of time to consult all those gentlemen who specialise in woman and her 

effect on whatever it may be—politics, children, wages, morality—numerous and learned as 

they are. One might as well leave their books unopened” (25). Professor von X’s volume, 

The Mental, Moral, and Physical Inferiority of the Female Sex, causes much distress in the 

protagonist—“My heart had leapt. My cheeks had burnt. I had flushed with anger” (26)—yet 

she also highlights that manly discourses also contained anger: “How explain the anger of 

the professors? Why were they angry?” (26). Woolf later justifies her protagonist, who claims 

she had been angry “because he was angry” (28).  

This narrative of anger within the history of literature and the process of writing also 

becomes a major concern in relation to the female stereotypes and the conventions of 

femininity in Victorian and early-twentieth-century England. Woolf’s analysis of anger in 

the scholarly discourse of academia, which is male, connects with a deeper understanding of 
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the mechanisms of the society of that period. The British writer claims in the essay: “England 

is under the rule of patriarchy. Nobody in their senses could fail to detect the dominance of 

the professor. His was the power and the money and the influence” (27). Woolf places the 

origin of the professor’s anger not on his insistence on the inferiority of women; but on his 

own superiority, on the fear about the thought of losing it over women: “it was a jewel to him 

of the rarest price” (28). Moreover, the author highlights that it is indeed a patriarch’s 

conception of women as inferior “one of the chief sources of his power” (29). However, 

Woolf also points out that without women’s support—“Women have served all these 

centuries as looking-glasses possessing the magic and delicious power of reflecting the figure 

of man at twice its natural size” (29)—men would not have been able to reach that state of 

civilisation; which also implies their dominance. In this respect, Woolf, in her denounce, 

encourages women “to tell the truth”—by the use of writing fiction—so that “the figure in 

the looking-glass shrinks” (29). The writing of fiction—which in fact parallels at the same 

time the access to the professional world which will provide women with economic 

freedom—will allow women to open those sealed doors, to leave the Angel behind and to 

access the public domain. Here it is also relevant to point out that, although anger becomes 

consistent throughout the volume, Woolf’s tone becomes conciliatory as well and, as Lee 

(2001) discusses, Woolf ‘s aim is “to demonstrate the possibilities of a woman’s writing 

which might be able to transcend hostilities and find a space of ‘freedom and peace’ ” (viii-

ix). The protagonist’s anger seems to dissipate and offers a more sympathetic vision to the 

reader which, in contrast to masculine attitudes, demonstrates that anger will only reach a 

dead end: 

 



147 

 

I found myself adopting a new attitude towards the other half of the human race. Great bodies 

of people are never responsible for what they do. They are driven by instincts which are not 

within their control. They too, the patriarchs, the professors, had endless difficulties, terrible 

drawbacks to contend with. Their education had been in some ways as faulty as my own. (31) 

 

 Returning to the discussion about the conventions historically imposed on women, 

Woolf’s fictional character Judith Shakespeare in A Room of One’s Own, along with many 

other women writers mentioned in the book, stands not only for the patriarchal practices 

during the Elizabethan period, but for the norms still applied in the nineteenth and the early-

twentieth century. “She cried out that marriage was hateful to her, and for that she was 

severely beaten by her father. … How could she disobey him?” (39), Woolf writes. “It was 

the relic of the sense of chastity that dictated anonymity to women even so late as the 

nineteenth century. … [P]ublicity in women is detestable” (42), the author adds a few pages 

later. This narrative of writing intertwines again with that of women’s dependence on men: 

“there was an enormous body of masculine opinion to the effect that nothing could be 

expected of women intellectually” (45). On the other hand, these concerns are widely 

discussed in other novels by Woolf, and the writer depicts many of her female characters 

struggling with the Angel that still permeated the social spectrum of the new reality of the 

twentieth century and the post-war years. As well as in this essay, in Orlando Woolf had 

already constructed a narrative of the obscure conventions of femininity during the Victorian 

period, and we can see the protagonist striving against her female “nature”—in other words, 

the standards of femininity in Victorian England—and finally yielding to the institution of 

marriage.  
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3. Victorian femininity, female sexuality and marriage 

 

As I mentioned earlier, imperialistic ideas intertwine with the discourses of women’s 

sexuality and gender roles in Victorian England. As Deborah Cohler (2010) suggests, even 

during late nineteenth-century England, these anxieties increased. The author says that 

middle-class women became “mothers of the nation” in order to maintain that ideological 

discourse of the British “race”: “maternity rested at the core of ideologies of femininity, and 

reproduction defined representations of female sexuality” (xii). This analysis suggests that 

the construction of Victorian femininity depended on the sexualisation of women in terms of 

reproduction and, as I will discuss later, purity. Women’s sexuality was regarded not in terms 

of pleasure but in terms of a merely natural duty of bearing children for the British nation. 

Virginia Woolf’s description of nineteenth-century England in Orlando alludes to this 

imperialistic discourse in connection to the configuration of gender roles. The writer 

highlights that due to the reinforcement of the obligations imposed on women, that is, 

reproduction and child care, “the British Empire came into existence” (162). Virginia Woolf 

uses in the novel many images and metaphors to portray the different dynamics of gender 

within a hierarchy of social power during this period in order to denounce the situation of 

women. In this respect, one of the most outstanding changes of the new nineteenth century 

is, as Woolf highlights in the novel, the constant damp weather that, as a consequence, 

originates the abundant vegetation: “Outside the house—it was another effect of the damp—

ivy grew in unparalleled profusion. Houses that had been of bare stone were smothered in 

greenery. … And just as the ivy and the evergreen rioted in the damp earth outside, so did 

the same fertility show itself within” (161-162). The visual construction of nineteenth-

century England in the novel characterised by darkness and turbulent weather anticipates and 
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parallels the new social system. As Woolf points out, this flora that remains green and fertile 

throughout the year metaphorically represents the standards of femininity and womanhood 

of the Victorian period: maternity and women’s sexuality in terms of reproduction.  

Susan Kingsley Kent (2004) points out that middle-class ideology in the nineteenth 

century emphasised the roles of women as mothers and wives to the extent that any other 

functions were erased in womanhood; and, moreover, women were also imbued with the 

responsibility of representing the values of morality and purity (24). This morality, however, 

implied a total sacrifice by women on behalf of men and, ultimately, the public welfare. 

Woolf writes in “Professions for Women” that the Angel in the House “never had a mind or 

a wish of her own, but preferred to sympathize always with the minds and wishes of others” 

(59). The British author also connects the understanding of women’s morality with purity 

since she adds next: “Above all—I need not say it—she was pure” (59). Therefore, marriage 

became a symbol of social purity and virtue. As Virginia Woolf denounces later in Three 

Guineas, marriage was a woman’s only aim in life: 

 

And what was the great end and aim of these years, of that education? Marriage, of course. 

“. . . it was not a question of whether we should marry, but simply of whom we should marry,” 

says one of them. It was with a view to marriage that her mind was taught. It was with a view 

to marriage that she tinkled on the piano, but was not allowed to join an orchestra; sketched 

innocent domestic scenes, but was not allowed to study from the nude; read this book, but 

was not allowed to read that, charmed, and talked. It was with a view to marriage that her 

body was educated; a maid was provided for her; that the streets were shut to her; that the 

fields were shut to her; that solitude was denied her—all this was enforced upon her in order 

that she might preserve her body intact for her husband. In short, the thought of marriage 



150 

 

influenced what she said, what she thought, what she did. How could it be otherwise? 

Marriage was the only profession open to her. (136) 

 

By contrast, masculinity was constructed upon the basis of, as Kent (2004) puts it, “the 

capacity for reason, action, aggression, independence, and self-interest;” whereas women 

occupied “a separate, private sphere, one suitable for the so-called inherent qualities of 

femininity: emotion, passivity, submission, dependence, and selflessness, all derived, it was 

claimed insistently from women’s sexual and reproductive organization.” Furthermore, the 

author adds that theorists of the time constructed a separate gender identity derived from the 

consideration of women as sexed bodies that established the appropriate roles for women; in 

other words, femininity was culturally formulated (30). Marriage will serve to achieve this 

aim as this institution constitutes the necessary mechanism that regulates the systems of 

power, gender and female reproduction to maintain the patriarchal regime of the period.  

 

3.1. Victorian femininity and female morality 

 

As Woolf suggests in Orlando, marriage in the nineteenth century is perceived by the 

protagonist—and the society as a whole—with signs of cultural anxiety. There is a constant 

urge to marry and bear children among women; it is their social obligation for the 

maintenance of the home, the family and the private realm, and therefore the nation. In this 

respect, nineteenth-century Orlando realises the “new habit” among people:  

 

Couples trudged and plodded in the middle of the road indissolubly linked together. … 

Orlando could only suppose that some new discovery had been made about the race; that they 
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were somehow stuck together, couple after couple, but who had made it, and when, she could 

not guess. It did not seem to be Nature. (171-172) 

 

It is quite significant how Virginia Woolf highlights the cultural essence of the institution of 

marriage. “Could it be Queen Victoria then, or Lord Melbourne? Was it from them that the 

great discovery of marriage proceeded?” (172), the narrative voice continues. Orlando, who 

appeals to Nature several times in the novel as the great force that controls human life, points 

here to the unnatural quality of marriage; thus, it is the product of society—more specifically, 

of the patriarchal regime. The British writer appeals in the novel to a constructivist 

understanding of gender. 

 Marriage and motherhood, as womanly qualities, intertwine with other cultural 

feminine assumptions of the period that serve to construct the discourse of female morality. 

The scene in which Orlando first appreciates the changes of the nineteenth century—with its 

consequent new social order—constitutes a magnificent visual representation of the 

Victorian age. The protagonist contemplates in St. James’s Park a conglomeration of 

disarranged objects where the statue of Queen Victoria will later stand: 

 

Draped about a vast cross fretted and floriated gold were widow’s weeds and bridal veils; 

hooked on to other excrescences were crystal palaces, bassinettes, military helmets, memorial 

wreaths, trousers, whiskers, wedding cakes, cannon, Christmas trees, telescopes, extinct 

monsters, globes, maps, elephants, and mathematical instruments—the whole supported like 

a gigantic coat of arms on the right side by a female figure clothed in flowing white; on the 

left, by a portly gentleman wearing a frockcoat and sponge-bag trousers. (163-164) 
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Moreover, in 1920, Woolf had written for The Times Literary Supplement: “when one sex is 

dependent upon the other it will endeavour for safety’s sake to simulate what the dominant 

sex finds desirable” (66).1 In this respect, Kent (2004) claims—similarly to Woolf—that due 

to women’s exclusion by law from entering the professional world and being restricted in 

terms of owning property, the only means of livelihood for women was that of finding a 

husband (86). However, Kent (2004) also alerts about the submissive terms which women 

had to accept when marrying. The author explains that English law contemplated certain 

conditions which clearly favoured the position of the husbands: wives became their property 

and had no right to earn money or to own any possession; mothers had a limited custody over 

their children; men were free to rape their wives or report them if they refused to have sexual 

intercourse, and obviously men were also free to have extramarital sex (88).2 

Returning to the example from the novel mentioned above, notions of the 

imperialistic ideas blend with the configuration of gender roles. On the one hand, elements 

associated to formulations of femininity point out women’s duties within a domestic frame 

that sustain the foundation of the new Empire. Widow’s weeds—the traditional black 

clothing worn by widows in Victorian England—constitute a significant reference to the 

configurations of gender and class in this period. As Cynthia Curran (1993) highlights, 

“[w]idows were forced into impecunious, or even indigent, lives by the limitations on 

employment brought by age, status, and gender” (218). Moreover, the author also mentions 

that middle-class women actually lacked “any protection in the event of their husband’s 

death.” Men were the breadwinners at home and, even though there were insurance 

 
1 “Men and Women,” originally published in The Times Literary Supplement, 18 March 1920, is collected in 

the volume Virginia Woolf. Women and Writing (1979), introduced by Michèle Barrett. 
2 See Kent’s (2004) chapter “Marriage” for a detailed explanation. 
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companies at the period, either they became “an unattainable luxury” for many families or 

the families were “under-insured” (221). Returning to the references in the novel, widow’s 

weeds combine with bridal veils in the image Orlando observes. Marriage, as this extravagant 

sculpture evinces, becomes the essential pillar to sustain the enormous weight of the family, 

the home and, by extension, the nation. Reproduction and childcare—the reference to 

bassinettes—also become a woman’s responsibility; thus, a woman becomes the pure Angel 

in the House. On the other hand, notions of masculinity associate and manifest within the 

range of the public sphere, the world of action—in contrast to women’s passivity or 

inactivity—and scientific knowledge. What is more, the womanly and manly figures that 

sustain the “gigantic coat of arms”—the British Empire—also attracts Orlando’s attention 

with regard to their clothing: the woman appears half naked dressed in draperies—she 

becomes sexualised, although in pure white to highlight her chastity—; while the man is fully 

clothed with traditional Victorian garments. At this vision, the protagonist becomes 

distressed: “the garishness of the different colours and their plaid-like juxtapositions afflicted 

Orlando with the most profound dismay. She had never, in all her life, seen anything at once 

so indecent, so hideous, and so monumental” (164).  

However, the new social order has settled down in the nineteenth century, and 

Orlando, like an unavoidable illness, already manifests the symptoms of Victorian 

femininity: “a blush, vivid and singular, overspread her cheeks as she passed Buckingham 

Palace and her eyes seemed forced by a superior power down upon her knees. … She never 

ceased blushing until she had reached her country house, which … will be taken, we hope, 

as a signal proof of her chastity” (164). The Angel in the House has arrived to Orlando’s life. 

Women’s femininity in relation to purity and chastity become a natural and inherent quality; 

consequently, the narrative voice describes a sudden urge by Orlando to act accordingly.  
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Kent (2004) highlights that for a Victorian woman the “feminine virtues of gentleness, 

sympathy, purity, and piety provided her husband and children with the emotional security 

necessary to face the hardships of modern life” (34). These notions, in addition, become 

associated with physical appearance and, therefore, with conventions of fashion and style. In 

this respect, after the episode at the park and her return home, shame grows within Orlando 

and the need to cover her legs becomes primordial: “she followed what had now become the 

most imperious need of her nature and wrapped herself … She explained to the Widow 

Bartholomew … that she felt chilly” (164-165). Nevertheless, Woolf clearly points out the 

absurd nature of this fashion: “Most of the maids were already wearing three or four red-

flannel petticoats, though the month was August” (165). The new century has just begun; 

however, “[t]he ivy had grown so profusely that many windows were now sealed up” (165); 

that is, the new order of gender and the separate sphere ideology have already thrived. 

This female morality also manifested within the range of aesthetics; and, 

consequently, the sartorial fashion of the period—as the previous examples suggest—

constitutes another necessary element to maintain the social order. Women’s clothes were 

proof of their chastity and purity, which at the same time implied their roles as mothers and 

wives. Woolf’s descriptions of the feminine clothes Orlando wears in the novel point to the 

standards of femininity during the Victorian period: 

 

‘But is it true, m’lady,’ the good woman asked, hugging herself, while the golden crucifix 

heaved on her bosom, ‘that the Queen, bless her, is wearing a what d’you call it, a—,’ the 

good woman hesitated and blushed.  

‘A crinoline,’ Orlando helped her out with it (for the word had reached Blackfriars). 

Mrs Bartholomew nodded. The tears were already running down her cheeks, but as she wept 
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she smiled. For it was pleasant to weep. Were they not all of them weak women? wearing 

crinolines the better to conceal the fact; the great fact; the only fact; but, nevertheless, the 

deplorable fact; which every modest woman did her best to deny until denial was impossible; 

the fact that she was about to bear a child? to bear fifteen or twenty children indeed, so that 

most of a modest woman’s life was spent, after all, in denying what, on one day at least of 

every year, was made obvious. (165) 

 

Furthermore, in this scene, Widow Bartholomew—Orlando’s housekeeper during the 

nineteenth century—speaks to the protagonist holding a crucifix. Notions of femininity also 

intertwine with those of religion as a symbol of morality, which eventually translates into the 

understanding of women’s sexuality in terms of reproduction: the Angel in the House 

emulates the virtue of Virgin Mary. Marriage becomes the necessary social contract that 

guarantees women’s chastity and roles as mothers, as the religious dogma of the period 

dictated. As the narrative voice in the novel puts it, “it was by the gleam of her wedding ring 

that she would be assigned her station among the angels” (171). Zwerdling (1986) highlights 

that the patriarchal structure of the British society also emulated that of Evangelicalism since 

it “conceived the Deity as a constant masculine presence in the house”; consequently, this 

conception of the masculine authority was “translated into purely secular terms.” This 

understanding of the family as a patriarchal structure defined Leslie Stephen’s “basic power 

structure of his own family,” which later led his daughter to conceive patriarchy “as the most 

common form of tyranny” (158).  

 Returning to the analysis of marriage during the Victorian period, Virginia Woolf 

highlights in the fifth chapter Orlando’s urge to marry: “She went in to dinner. Wedding rings 

abounded. She went in to church. Wedding rings were everywhere. She drove out. Gold, or 
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pinchbeck, thin, thick, plain, smooth, they glowed dully on every hand” (171). Orlando’s 

anxiety increases—due to “the weight of the crinoline which she had submissively adopted” 

(173)—as the events during the nineteenth century advance. As the narrative voice points 

out, “[a]ll these things inclined her, step by step, to submit to the new discovery … that each 

man and each woman has allotted to it for life, whom it supports, by whom it is supported, 

till death them do part” (174). By contrast, this was not Orlando’s true desire, “but the spirit 

of the age” (174). What is more, these examples also highlight that the only understanding 

of marriage and sexuality during the Victorian period was that of heterosexuality. As I 

mentioned in the previous section, the family and the home were conceived as a hierarchical 

system in which all members occupied a function, being that of women’s to maintain the 

whole structure and that of men’s—as the figure of power—to finance it with their 

professional occupations outside the home. Marriage became the legal mechanism to 

maintain that system. In the novel, Orlando realises she is “single,” “mateless,” and “alone.” 

However, such feelings of loneliness, as the narrative voice highlights, “had never entered 

her head before” (175). The Victorian conventions of femininity haunt the protagonist since 

the beginning of the nineteenth century leading her eventually to become engaged with 

Marmaduke Bonthrop Shelmerdine a few minutes after meeting him. The narrator, as such 

is the spirit of the age, justifies this quick engagement:  

 

In fact, though their acquaintance had been so short, they had guessed, as always happens 

between lovers, everything of any importance about each other in two seconds at the utmost, 

and it now remained only to fill in such unimportant details as what they were called; where 

they lived; and whether they were beggars or people of substance. (178) 
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The narrative voice appeals to notions of love; however, Virginia Woolf’s criticism to 

nineteenth-century gender conventions is implied.  

 

3.2. Marriage in the late Victorian period 

 

Kent (2004) highlights that, even though feminists attacked the state of marriage in the 1890s; 

the patriarchal and traditional understanding of matrimony—an unequal relationship between 

spouses characterised by “the ‘natural’ subordination of the wife”—not only existed during 

the Victorian period, but remained in the Edwardian era (50). As this example demonstrates, 

a clergyman called Edwin Paxton Hood denounces in 1850 the inequality that implied 

marriage for women, supported by the current laws of the period: 

 

The legal position of a woman is a most anomalous one, a position altogether at variance with 

her individuality, with justice, common sense, and Christianity. The law of England does 

make marriage a legal slavery to the woman. By the law of England, the wife surrenders 

herself entirely to the will and pleasure of her husband; however sentiment and affection may 

regard the bond of marriage, evidently, in the eye of the law, it is rather a feudal than a 

spiritual relationship. The husband may imprison his wife in his house, may strike her so long 

as he inflicts no severe bodily injury, leave her, and live in adultery with another; yet return, 

seize on her inheritance, and use it for himself and paramour. … There is an unjust inequality 

in our treatment of woman, unworthy of a free, generous and refined people. Political 

existence she has none, although she may have property from her father, and live in 
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independence and importance. Widow or spinster, she is no citizen, and as a wife her whole 

being is merged in the being and existence of her husband.3 

 

However, returning to Kent’s (2004) work, because of some reforms of the period—the 

Married Women’s Property Act and the Matrimonial Causes Act of 1857—, the use of 

contraceptive methods among the middle classes in late nineteenth century, and the attack on 

marriage by feminists, “matrimony slowly took on a new meaning, one that emphasized 

companionship and partnership” (50). The author adds later that, even though marriage and 

motherhood were regarded as the major accomplishments for a woman—as opposed to 

prostitution, in which interaction between men and women was characterised as base and 

corrupted—; marriage was actually premised on love, purity and altruism. This is why in the 

feminist discourse of the late nineteenth century marriage became a fundamental element 

under attack in their attempts to obtain freedom. According to feminists, that current state of 

marriage meant maintaining the image of a submissive and powerless woman (80-81). That 

is, the understanding of matrimony had been corrupted during the nineteenth century. As I 

have mentioned earlier, Woolf denounced in Three Guineas that marriage in the past had 

been the only profession open to women. Moreover, not only does the British writer remark 

a woman’s duty to find a husband, but also her obligation to use her beauty to attract men, 

and “[c]onsciously accept their views, and fall in with their decrees” (137). Kent (2004) adds 

that feminists did not actually object to marriage; on the contrary, they denounced the current 

state of the institution arguing that women’s pure and moral private sphere had been 

 
3 This excerpt belongs to Edwin Paxton Hood’s The Age and Its Architects: Ten Chapters on the English People 

in Relation to the Times (1850). It is collected in the volume Reform and Intellectual Debate in Victorian 

England (1987), edited by Barbara Dennis and David Skilton. 
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corrupted “by the destructive values and behaviour of the public sphere, presided over by 

men” (84-85). As Zwerdling (1986) highlights, Woolf and other modern reformers broke 

with previous assumptions of marriage, and “absolute candor became the first rule of 

friendship and marriage” (165). 

 

4. Virginia Woolf’s private sphere: a space for generation 

 

As I suggested in the introduction, the private sphere plays a vital role in Woolf’s life and 

writing, and becomes as necessary as her relationship with public affairs. For Woolf and her 

contemporaries of the Bloomsbury group, the private space needed a reordering of its 

configurations with regard to the individuals that inhabited it. Following Berman’s (2012) 

work mentioned earlier, 

 

The expectations of that Victorian way of life often weighed heavily on Woolf, filling her 

with dread of the necessity of dressing properly for parties or of playing the role of the dutiful 

daughter at the dining table or at tea. The house spoke loudly of the patriarchal coding of 

separate spheres, the rooms falling into male and female sanctuaries. The children inhabited 

the day and night nurseries on the upper floors, often haunted by the sounds of their famous 

father, Leslie Stephen, dropping books on the floor or speaking out loud as he wrote in his 

study nearby. Whatever the importance of the huge library he possessed and made available 

to his smart, curious daughter, Leslie Stephen’s study always remained his masculine 

preserve, one which made clear the opportunities and limits for women within the Victorian 

private sphere. (462) 
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However, the author continues, the home becomes “a potentially generative space for Woolf 

as she comes of age” (462). Zwerdling’s (1986) views are also in consonance in this respect 

with Berman’s (2012). The author highlights that “[g]iven the pressures and duties of 

Victorian domesticity, a room of one’s own was not only a necessity for those anxious to do 

serious work but also a retreat from the group mental life that produced the family’s 

characteristic hypocrisy” (164).  

This discourse also becomes visible in Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own, in 

which the author describes the conditions under women had to write and their search for a 

much-needed space of their own. In the essay the author denounces that, for a woman “to 

have a room of her own, let alone a quiet room or a sound-proof room, was out of the 

question” (43). According to the British writer, the novel became women’s only vehicle in 

writing during the nineteenth century since they were confined in the common sitting-room 

and constantly interrupted: “Still it would be easier to write prose and fiction there than to 

write poetry or a play. Less concentration is required.” What is more, Woolf writes that Jane 

Austen “might hide her manuscript before anyone came in” (57).  

 

4.1. Reconfiguration of Victorian values 

 

Virginia Woolf’s works illustrate the necessary transformation of the private home, the roles 

of its inhabitants, family bonds, and their implications with public affairs. The Stephen 

siblings’ move to Bloomsbury after Leslie Stephen’s death settled new patterns to reinvent 

their lives as no figure of authority was present any longer. As Berman (2012) puts it, “the 

move to Bloomsbury meant not only opening up rooms and windows but also dismantling 

the shroud of secrecy and repression attached to private life and sexual behaviour even while 
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exposing its hypocrisy” (463). Berman (2012) also highlights that the Stephen sisters’ open 

marriages, Virginia’s lesbian sexuality and their rejection of the established social order of 

the Victorian family contributed to challenge the ideologies, the configuration of gender 

roles, class expectations and the political views they had inherited. The abandonment of the 

Victorian house and the move to modernist Bloomsbury “helped produce the feminist 

critique of gender roles and sexual normativity” (464). 

These articulations and reconfigurations of the private space, and Virginia Woolf’s 

own personal struggle between the conventions she has been raised to follow and the new 

social and political changes of the twentieth century also translate into her writing. Woolf 

felt “a huge pressure to marry” and “received no other than four proposals.” Furthermore, 

“people were discussing her sexuality, and she was made to feel self-conscious as the virgin 

of her milieu” (Harris 2013, 46). In Orlando, as I mentioned earlier, the protagonist feels a 

great urge to marry during the nineteenth century and, therefore, fulfil the social expectations 

for a Victorian woman. What is more, this anxiety translates into her incapacity to resume 

her poem. When Orlando feels the need to continue her writing, there is an uncontrollable 

force that prevents her from doing so:  

 

Orlando, who had just dipped her pen in the ink, and was to about to indite some reflection 

upon the eternity of all things, was much annoyed to be impeded by a blot. … She tried to go 

on with what she was saying; no words came. Next she began to decorate the blot with wings 

and whiskers. … But as for writing poetry with Basket and Bartholomew in the room, it was 

impossible. (168) 
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This scene also exemplifies what Woolf later denounces in her long essay: a woman’s lack 

of a room of her own. The presence of the housekeeper and butler in the room where Orlando 

is trying to write suggests that she is situated somewhere in the house similar to a common 

sitting-room. Although inspiration allows her to continue her poem, interruptions are 

constant during Orlando’s creative moments of writing: “she wrote without a stop as 

Bartholomew and Basket grunted and groaned about the room.” However, the inspiration 

finally dissipates when a sudden and involuntary quiver makes her spill the inkpot all over 

her writing “blott[ing] it from human sight she hoped for ever” (169). That “extraordinary 

tingling and vibration all over her” which “seemed at length to concentrate in her hands … 

seemed, in the oddest way (but remember we are dealing with some of the darkest 

manifestations of the human soul) to say No” (170). Orlando’s attention is drawn to her finger 

and the ring she is wearing—“the solitary emerald which Queen Elizabeth had given her”—

until the housekeeper Bartholomew enters the room: “and Orlando, whose senses were much 

quickened, instantly glanced at Bartholomew’s left hand, and instantly perceived what she 

had never noticed before—a thick ring of rather jaundiced yellow circling the third finger 

where her own was bare” (170). 

 

4.2. A space for artistic generation and creative genius 

 

As I mentioned in the introduction, Virginia Woolf refers in “Professions for Women” to the 

Angel in the House as a presence in every Victorian house that haunted women and impeded 

their writing: “It was she who used to come between me and my paper when I was writing 

reviews. It was she who bothered me and wasted my time and so tormented me that at last I 

killed her” (58). Orlando’s own imaginative mind also suffers the consequences as the Angel 



163 

 

in the House enters the scene and the urge to marry overshadows her creative process of 

writing: “Next morning when she took up the pen to write, either she could think of nothing, 

and the pen made one large lachrymose blot after another” (172). Eventually “she could feel 

herself poisoned through and through, and was forced at length to consider the most desperate 

of remedies, which was to yield completely and submissively to the spirit of the age, and take 

a husband” (173). 

 On the other hand, in consonance to the idea suggested in this section—the private 

space as a place for generation—, I would like to point out that, even though Victorian notions 

of the family and gender dynamics still permeated Woolf’s life, the British writer actually 

subverts the social order in the novel through Orlando’s marriage to Shel. Nineteenth-century 

conventions might not be completely abandoned, but their union exemplifies the 

transformation of those traditional ideals into the modern times. As I mentioned earlier, 

feminists of the period were not against matrimony, but against the traditional and patriarchal 

hierarchy between husband and wife. In the sixth chapter, leaving behind the Victorian 

period, Orlando reflects upon “the effect that her behaviour would have had upon the spirit 

of the age. She was extremely anxious to be informed whether the steps she had taken in the 

matter of getting engaged to Shelmerdine and marrying him met with its approval” (188-

189). However, as the narrative voice remarks, Orlando’s understanding of marriage changes 

according to the new period and challenges the established order of the Victorian age that 

still haunted the Edwardian society. The traditional and complete submission by the wife to 

the husband is replaced by modern configurations of matrimony and family ties—which, as 

I mentioned earlier, emanate from Virginia Woolf’s circle in Bloomsbury—: 
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She was certainly feeling more herself. Her finger had not tingled once, or nothing to count, 

since that night on the moor. Yet, she could not deny that she had her doubts. She was 

married, true; but if one’s husband was always sailing round Cape Horn, was it marriage? If 

one liked him, was it marriage? If one liked other people, was it marriage? And finally, if one 

still wished, more than anything in the whole world, to write poetry, was it marriage? She 

had her doubts. (189) 

 

Moreover, Woolf also subverts the traditional understanding of gender between the spouses 

and calls into question the obligatory heterosexuality of the couple during the Victorian 

period. Orlando, who had been a heterosexual man before his change of sex, feels attracted 

to women after his/her transformation; consequently, Orlando becomes a lesbian woman. 

However, the spirit of the Victorian age urges women to find a husband, and what a husband 

she finds. “You’re a woman, Shel!” Orlando cried; “You’re a man, Orlando!” he answered 

back the moment they became engaged (178). 

The private sphere, through the new configurations of marriage and family ties, 

becomes in the twentieth century a space for generation. The spirit of the Victorian age 

“passed on” and Orlando “heaved a deep sigh of relief.” The new social order, as reflected 

by the Bloomsbury group and the new reformers, gathers the necessary conditions for a 

woman’s creative writing to thrive: “Now, therefore, she could write, and write she did. She 

wrote. She wrote. She wrote” (190). Furthermore, the very fact of Orlando writing a poem 

with which she gains acclaimed success and public acceptance within London’s literary scene 

challenges the patriarchal regime of the nineteenth century that prevented women from, as 

Woolf highlights in A Room of One’s Own, writing other genres than prose and fiction. 
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5. Conclusion 

 

Returning to Zwerdling’s (1986) analysis of family life during Woolf’s times, it is relevant 

to remark that at the end of the Victorian period and the early twentieth century, “the 

institution of the family was subjected to a remorseless sceptical scrutiny that would radically 

alter the ways in which people lived together.” He describes the cause of this transformation 

as the “historicist assumption that no human institution is immutable.” For this reason, the 

conception of marital and family life depended on an “evolutionary process.” Consequently, 

they are subjected to change (145). In this respect, as I mentioned earlier regarding 

Zwerdling’s (1986) work, the familial atmosphere of the Victorian period was quite coercive 

and each member had its function in the hierarchy. This hierarchy was, in addition, a 

patriarchal structure in which women had to play—as Woolf also highlights in Orlando or A 

Room of One’s Own—a submissive role to maintain the social order from within the private 

sphere and the home: they were the mothers of the nation. However, the social and economic 

changes besides the feminist movements of the period challenged nineteenth-century 

conceptions of gender roles, femininity and the private realm; which led Virginia Woolf, 

along with the Bloomsbury group and other contemporaries, to—as Zwerdling (1986) puts 

it—“discredit nineteenth-century domestic traditions” (148). Moreover, the author also 

points out that these discrepancies between Woolf and her contemporaries, and their parents 

were due to the age gap between generations. Zwerdling (1986) highlights that “the youth of 

the parents was … unimaginable to the children. Sometimes the parents’ early death deprived 

their children of a real sense of them in adulthood.” He also adds that Virginia’s father was 

fifty when she was born and Lytton Strachey’s sixty-three to highlight that “[i]t is no wonder 

that the generations were estranged and appeared to have nothing in common” (150). As I 
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pointed out earlier, the whole family system of the Victorian period began to be considered 

a great limitation for individuality and freedom at the beginning of the twentieth century. 

Gender roles, and notions of femininity and masculinity also suffered a great 

transformation; and feminist—and even anti-feminist—movements began to fight for 

women’s rights and emancipation from that coercive private sphere. The Angel in the House 

had to be eliminated: the new times required new models of family and gender dynamics; 

Victorian notions of gender roles were obsolete. Returning to Kent’s (2004) work, she points 

out that during nineteenth-century England women’s world was constructed in terms of 

morality and religion, “the guardianship of social values;” whereas men’s reality, on the 

contrary, was depicted as vicious, greedy and uncivilised. Feminine features were identified 

with nature—“wild, unruly, yet to be explored and mastered”—and masculine ones with 

culture—“controlled, systematic, symbolic of achievement and order.” For this reason, Kent 

(2004) contemplates, femininity and womanhood were built upon terms of sexual 

organisation, which considered women either sexless—the pure Angel in the House—or 

“nymphomaniacal”—the prostitute that inhabited the public sphere. The author adds that 

such depiction of nineteenth-century England reduced women to “the Sex;” which resulted 

in another dichotomy: “that of revered wife and mother, or that of despised prostitute.” 

Moreover, both the wife and the prostitute were roles that “effectively disqualified women 

from public, political activity” (31-32). In short, the Victorian ideology of the Angel in the 

House contemplated women, as Kent (2004) suggests, as “passionless” in connection to the 

moral and religious discourse of the period (35). The narrative constructed during the 

nineteenth century with regard to femininity clearly depicts women as either with no sexual 

drive—namely sexually and physically passive in comparison to men—or as 

nymphomaniacs—which also represents their passivity and their readiness to be consumed 
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by men. Consequently, both postures describe women as submissive elements at the service 

of masculine sexual desire.  

Regarding legal issues, it is also relevant to point out that, despite many 

accomplishments in the fight for equality by feminists and non-feminists alike, women were 

not in the same terms as men. Kent (2004) states that, for instance, until 1857 husbands could 

start divorce proceedings as a result of their wives’ adultery, but wives did not have the same 

rights over their husbands (26). Furthermore, after the passage Matrimonial Causes Act of 

1857 a court for divorce was created, which “established the grounds for the procedure.” 

However, although women were finally allowed to begin the proceedings, Kent (2004) says 

that they “had to prove their husbands’ adultery in addition to cruelty, desertion, incest, rape, 

sodomy, or bestiality” (29). On the other hand, I must also mention that there were some 

legal reforms that benefited married women during the Victorian period after much struggle 

by feminists. After the Married Women’s Property of 1870 and 1882, Kent (2004) mentions 

that wives were granted the right to keep possession of properties or earnings after marrying, 

and husbands would not have free access to those possessions (28). Virginia Woolf’s 

depiction of nineteenth-century England in the novel resembles the obscure reality for 

women during the period; but, as I stated in the previous section, she also subverts the social 

order of the Victorian age for her own purpose and somehow reflects the changes 

accomplished. 

Even though I have focused in this chapter on the analysis of the private realm and 

gender roles during Orlando’s life-span during the nineteenth-century—that is, the fifth 

chapter of the novel—, there are many other references to Victorian standards of femininity 

and gender dynamics in the narrative, more specifically after Orlando’s change of sex. In this 

respect, Orlando’s return to England in the fourth chapter—the eighteenth century—reveals 
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gender transformations in the context of a social structure: the protagonist leaves the gypsy 

community in Turkey, which seems to not have any hierarchy built upon gender, in order to 

enter the English nation, constructed upon a patriarchal gender system of social classes. 

Virginia Woolf discloses here her constructivist vision upon gender:  

 

Orlando had bought herself a complete outfit of such clothes as women then wore, and it was 

in the dress of a young Englishwoman of rank that she now sat on the deck of the Enamoured 

Lady. It is a strange fact, but a true one, that up to this moment she had scarcely given herself 

a thought. … [T]he gypsy women, except in one or two important particulars, differ very 

little from gypsy men. (107) 

 

We cannot forget that Orlando’s transformation into a woman was due to the magic 

performed by the ladies of Chastity, Purity and Modesty—the utmost representation of 

Victorian feminine gender roles. These features actually remain dormant until the 

protagonist’s journey back to British soil. As the narrative voice highlights, “the whole 

edifice of female government is based on that foundation stone; chastity is their jewel, their 

centrepiece, which they run mad to protect, and die when ravished of” (107). However, even 

though allusions to female gender stereotypes that also depict women’s reality during 

nineteenth-century England abound in this chapter; Woolf clearly contrasts the obscure 

Victorian period with, not only to the twentieth century, but with previous periods. As the 

narrative voice describes it in the fifth chapter, 

 

Such is the indomitable nature of the spirit of the age, however, that it batters down anyone 

who tries to make stand against it far more effectually than those who bend its own way. 
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Orlando had inclined herself naturally to the Elizabethan spirit, to the Restoration spirit, to 

the spirit of the eighteenth century, and had in consequence scarcely been aware of the change 

from one age to the other. But the spirit of the nineteenth century was antipathetic to her in 

the extreme, and thus it took her and broke her, and she was aware of her defeat at its hands 

as she had never been before. For it is probable that the human spirit has its place in time 

assigned to it; some are born of this age, some of that; and now that Orlando was grown a 

woman, a year or two past thirty indeed, the lines of her character were fixed, and to bend 

them the wrong way was intolerable. (173) 

 

The protagonist of the novel reflects Virginia Woolf’s own antipathy towards the conventions 

of the Victorian age, which were the cause of—as she later points out in A Room of One’s 

Own—women’s invisibility in the literary scene of the period. 
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Chapter 4 

 

BREAKING BARRIERS, MOVING BEYOND: OCCUPYING THE PUBLIC DOMAIN 

IN ORLANDO 

 

1. Introduction 

 

As I have suggested in the previous chapter, the dynamics of the private sphere had a great 

impact on those of the public realm in nineteenth-century Britain; it was rather a relation of 

interdependence. Manly public affairs relied on the basis of a proper organisation of the 

domestic world; that is, the house and the family—although a patriarchal hierarchy existed—

depended on wives, and consequently its proper functioning provided husbands with the 

necessary respite after the daily matters of the public life. However, Victorian domesticity 

suffered a transformation at the end of the period and the tension between generations—those 

of Woolf’s contemporaries and their parents—was made clear in Woolf’s writings. Her 

novels and shorter pieces reflect her own personal conflict between the need of privacy, and 

the political and social life in which she and the Bloomsbury group engaged. Anna Snaith 

(2001) points out that 

 

Writing, for Woolf, is about communication, contact with a reading public. The act of writing 

remains incomplete unless there is a readership, continuing the dialogue with text and author. 

Woolf locates the writer in a public place, a train: the reading public takes a journey along 

the author. (42) 

 



171 

 

Orlando is no exception, along with A Room of One’s Own. The fantasy novel and the 

feminist essay ponder about the struggle and the need of a woman writer to find a room of 

her own and to enter the public literary scene. As Anne E. Fernald (2005) points out, Woolf 

“sought to participate in the public debate and make a living as a respected mainstream 

cultural authority without giving up her feminism or her independence of mind” (159). She 

needed, consequently, London’s literary elite’s acclaim in order to accomplish “her feminist 

literary-historical project of educating women in the history of women writers” (159-160). 

 Moreover, as I have also mentioned earlier, nineteenth-century conventions with 

regard to women’s liberties clash with those even from earlier periods in Orlando. As Fernald 

(2005) suggests in her essay, the eighteenth century played a significant role in Woolf’s 

understanding of her early writing (161). I do observe this notion in relation to the fantasy 

novel, in which Woolf aims to depict eighteen-century Orlando willing to access the male 

public arena. In this respect, Woolf’s early journalism plays a vital role. Fernald (2005) 

claims that most of her essays published between 1912 and 1918, although unsigned, 

appeared in the TSL, which was the major literary journal of the period (160). She adds that 

“[a]lthough no one learned her name from her contributions, her voice—and her opinion—

were a part of the center of London’s literary world.” She also highlights that Woolf 

challenged, even though from anonymity, the male-dominated literary scene and recovered 

“the lost voices of women” (161). 

 In connection to Woolf’s anonymous pieces of journalism, the Hogarth Press 

constituted a major contribution for Virginia Woolf’s career as a woman writer in the period. 

Virginia and Leonard Woolf had been thinking of buying a printing press, but it was not until 

March 1917 that they eventually bought a small handpress, which they had to teach 

themselves to use. The Press became for the Woolfs an arduous occupation but, apart from 
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being therapeutic in some respect; it also gave them a sense of freedom and new opportunities 

within the literary scene (Harris 2013, 61; Lee 1996, 362-363). As Alexandra Harris (2013) 

points out, the Press provided Virginia Woolf with “a whole new autonomy in her writing.” 

In addition, she mentions that Woolf “felt exhilarated by the freedom to publish for herself 

whatever she chose to write” (61). The Woolfs published their first work together in July: 

Two Stories, which consisted of Leonard’s “Three Jews” and Virginia’s “The Mark on the 

Wall”. The Hogarth Press became not only “a joint enterprise” but “a vehicle for their own 

writing” (Lee 1996, 364). Kew Gardens was published in 1919, which received a positive 

review in the literary magazine TSL. The Woolfs had to reprint the story using a commercial 

printer—the review had increased its sales dramatically—, and that same year Night and Day 

became Virginia Woolf’s last book published under another publishing house (Lee 1996, 

366-367, 369). 

 The Hogarth Press allowed Virginia Woolf to become an independent writer, to avoid 

censorship and to introduce herself in the whole process of publishing a literary work. As I 

mentioned earlier, in “Professions for Women” Woolf directs her attack against the Angel in 

the House for, among other issues, metaphorically whispering to women that they should 

“[n]ever let anybody guess” they had a mind of their own (59). The Press allowed Woolf, 

therefore, to make her own decisions and yield herself only to the demand of pleasing her 

readers. As Laura Marcus (2010) highlights, Woolf’s relationship to the Hogarth Press “as 

reader, editor, translator, printer, publisher” also influenced “her own creative practices as a 

writer” (266). In addition, it also “profoundly affected her thinking about writing and reading 

and the dissemination of literature” (Lee 1996, 373). I would also add that her relationship 

with and towards her own press also shaped her creative practices as a woman writer and as 

a woman who, as she discusses in A Room of One’s Own, encourages other women to write 
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their own stories and life accounts. In this context, Anna Snaith (2001) suggests that this 

interest is also related to the public and private, more specifically about how women should 

write about themselves and how their writing should be published. In addition, the author 

claims that for Virginia Woolf “women needed to write themselves into the public sphere 

that the lives of the obscure needed to be written” (12). Consequently, the Hogarth Press 

constituted a means of entering the public domain for a woman writer within a new 

intellectual, artistic and literary movement that was trying to break apart—but inevitably 

linked to—the Victorian society. 

 As Hermione Lee (1996) points out, the Woolfs’ publishing choices would eventually 

come to have an enormous influence and therefore “filter into a wider market.” They 

contributed—along with other small presses and literary magazines during the 1910s and 

1920s—to the publishing of new work, and the Press would become one of the “shapers of 

the modernist movement” (Lee 1996, 371-372). The Hogarth Press survived after many other 

presses of the same period failed to do so, and, even though the Woolfs published many 

literary works, their publications in the field of politics outnumbered those of literature by 

the mid-1930s. Writings on women became of great interest for them and Virginia’s Three 

Guineas constituted one of the eleven publications on women and feminism (Marcus 2010, 

264). 

 In connection to Virginia Woolf’s early career, in this chapter I would like to point 

out how Orlando also reflects the writer’s desire to succeed in the masculine world of writing 

and publishing; besides questioning gender dynamics of the period and the necessity to 

occupy the public domain. The novel reflects Woolf’s challenging visions of the social 

spectrum, and places her protagonist—who has become a woman during the course of her 

life—at a crossroads of gender expectations and political affairs in relation to them. However, 
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Woolf’s fictionalised biography as a whole, and the blending of reality and fantasy in her aim 

to write the lives of women, also plays a vital role with regard to the tensions between the 

private and the public sphere. As Snaith (2001) suggests, the novel conceals Vita Sackville-

West’s identity within the pages. Instead of making Vita’s life public, she is kept concealed: 

“Names are changed and the links to Vita’s life are often private and coded.” On the other 

hand, the novel deconstructs the notion of a private self that needs to be kept hidden “in the 

first place.” The author also adds that the book presents the self “as contingent, determined 

by history, clothing, and gender.” Snaith (2001) remarks that Woolf is actually challenging 

the readers’ expectations of a biography, since “accuracy and transparency” give way to the 

use of fiction in the novel (52). Similarly, as Victoria L. Smith (2006) suggests, “the 

distinction between public and private is as difficult to maintain as is the distinction between 

fact and fiction in Orlando” (59).  

As I see it, this blending of private and public life in terms of gender codes also allows 

Woolf to depict not only Vita Sackville-West, but an “Orlando” who succeeds in finding a 

room of her own and, at the same time, in occupying the public space. Moreover, not only 

does Woolf occupy the public realm with regard to the literary scene and the expectations 

concerning women’s duties in society, but Orlando also calls into question heteronormativity 

and gender identity. The novel is, as I will analyse later, a public declaration of love to her 

friend Vita Sackville-West and a tribute to her, as the dedication in the book demonstrates. 

The novel, therefore, “openly”—although disguised in fantasy—addresses same-sex 

relationships among women: Vita’s relationship with Violet Keppel/Trefusis, and the one 

between Sackville-West and Woolf. Furthermore, Orlando’s androgyny is made clear since 

the beginning of the novel, and even after becoming a woman, Woolf also describes some 

episodes in which the protagonist appears in public dressed in manly clothes and concealing 
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the fact she is a woman; that is, Orlando re-appears in public as a man in several occasions. 

As the narrative voice relates in the fourth chapter, the protagonist’s “sex changed far more 

frequently than those who have worn only one set of clothing can conceive” (155). Not only 

Orlando, but the Archduke Harry or Orlando’s future husband, Shel, are also characters who 

either cross-dress, or identify as women or feminine at some point in the story. Consequently, 

besides addressing the invisibility of women in the literary scene or in the history of literature, 

Virginia Woolf’s public triumph and occupation of the public domain in and throughout 

Orlando also relates to the fact that she challenges notions of women’s sexuality and gender 

identity. 

 

2. Virginia Woolf’s literary scene: the struggle for public acclaim 

 

Indeed, since freedom and fullness of expression are of the essence of the art, such a lack of 

tradition, such a scarcity and inadequacy of tools, must have told enormously upon the writing 

of women. Moreover, a book is not made of sentences laid end to end, but of sentences built, 

if an image helps, into arcades or domes. And this shape too has been made by men out of 

their own needs for their own uses. There is no reason to think that the form of the epic or of 

the poetic play suit a woman any more than the sentence suits her. But all the older forms of 

literature were hardened and set by the time she became a writer. The novel alone was young 

enough to be soft in her hands another reason, perhaps, why she wrote novels. (A Room of 

One’s Own, 65-66) 

 

In her feminist essay, Virginia Woolf vindicates the space for women in the tradition of 

literature and ponders about the reasons why the novel became the main vehicle for women 
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to write. As I have mentioned earlier, the very act of writing and publishing novels—even 

with her own press—meant for Woolf a public success. However, Zwerdling (1986) points 

out that, although Virginia Woolf’s attitude changed over the years, she was quite conscious 

of the male audience that was reading her work and that is why, for instance, she was 

extremely careful to meet her dead father’s standards before publishing her first novel, The 

Voyage Out (258). In this respect, the author compares Woolf’s both feminist essays, and 

underlines that, in A Room of One’s Own, the British writer speaks to a female audience while 

not addressing the male readers directly; and later, in contrast, in Three Guineas, Woolf 

answers to a fictitious male correspondent in her conscientious and cunning attempt not to 

offend the male readership. As Zwerdling (1986) highlights, “she could not afford to ignore 

masculine culture” (259). Similarly, Orlando also deals with these dynamics—as her 

protagonist wishes to please and must satisfy the masculine literary authority—with regard 

to both the creating and the publishing process of the protagonist’s work—in this case a 

poem, “The Oak Tree.” The novel characterises, both inside the story and within the 1920s 

literary scene, Woolf’s relationship with her readership, the Bloomsbury circle, fame and, in 

general, the social and cultural environment of that period as a woman writer. 

 I would like to approach Orlando’s relationship with the literary critic Nick Greene—

who parodies, according to Collier (2010), “the functioning of publicity in various historical 

marketplaces” (31)—and how the protagonist’s literary career develops in the novel. This 

also parallels Virginia Woolf’s own relationship with the literary scene and her readership, 

and makes reference to Vita Sackville-West’s career as a woman writer as well. The novel, 

since it gained public acceptance among the readers and sold more copies than previous 

works, contributed to consolidate Virginia Woolf’s role and fame as a modernist writer of 

the 1920s and the 1930s. In this regard, I find it interesting to underline Angeliki 
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Spiropoulou’s (2018) discussion about fame in Orlando and its connection to Woolf’s own 

perception of her own achievements as a writer. The author points out that Nick Greene’s 

praise to the classical writers during the Elizabethan times, and later contradictory praise to 

the Elizabethans in the Victorian period actually ignores aesthetic quality over the quest for 

fame. Fame, thus, constitutes the central reference that determines the course of literary 

creation and reception as well as the making of tradition (106). As Nick Greene points out to 

Orlando in the story: “In such ages men cherished a divine ambition which he might call La 

Gloire. … Now all young writers were in the pay of the booksellers and poured out any trash 

that would sell” (59). The Elizabethan authors, however, achieve the same popularity in the 

nineteenth century and, consequently, their fame and glory in the history of literature justifies 

equal recognition centuries later. Spiropoulou (2018) mentions that Woolf’s diary entries 

during the writing and publication of Orlando also evince the British writer’s preoccupation 

with fame: “On 7 November 1928, Woolf notes how she had ‘become one and a half inch 

higher in the public view’ due to the book’s unexpected acclaim, and adds (not without 

complacency): ‘I think I may say that I am now among the well known writers’ (The Diaries 

of Virginia Woolf 3, 201; cited in Spiropoulou 2018, 107). Orlando’s concern about 

popularity also shapes his/her creative process of writing “The Oak Tree,” and contributes to 

develop a “love and hate” relationship towards the literary authority of the different historical 

periods, portrayed by the character of Nicholas Greene. 

 After Orlando’s rejection by the Russian Princess, he turns his attentions to poetry. 

In the course of these events, the narrative voice compares lovesickness to an actual disease—

“So he falls into consumption and sickness, blows his brains out, turns his face to the wall. It 

matters not in what attitude they find him. He has passed through the gates of Death and 
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known the flames of Hell” (50)—and, with regard to the romantic association of literature, 

nature and emotions, writing seems to be the perfect cure: 

 

Now, however, that it was the dead of night and he was alone, he chose from this repository 

one thick document called ‘Xenophila a Tragedy’ or some such title, and one thin one, called 

simply ‘The Oak Tree’ (this was the only monosyllabic title among the lot), and then he 

approached the inkhorn, fingered the quill, and made other such passes as those addicted to 

this vice begin their rites with. (51) 

 

However, as mentioned above, artistic creation is suggested in the novel to be associated not 

to aesthetic genius but to the very fact of achieving fame. As the biographer underlines: 

“From love he had suffered the tortures of the damned. Now, again, he paused, and into the 

breach thus made, leapt Ambition, the harridan, and Poetry, the witch, and Desire of Fame, 

the strumpet; all joined hands and made of his heart their dancing ground” (54). What is 

more, the narrative voice adds that Orlando “vowed that he would be the first poet of his race 

and bring immortal lustre upon his name” (54). In this regard, Orlando’s obsession for love 

is replaced by his desire to achieve recognition.  

 

2.1. Fame and creative genius 

 

Virginia Woolf parodies the romantic association of the creative process of writing as an 

aesthetic exercise since it turns into an internal struggle to gain popularity; and this translates 

in modernist times into the decay of artistic genius versus money. This reflects Woolf’s own 
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perceptions as a writer, and of the publishing process and the modernist marketplace. As 

Collier (2010) underlines, 

 

Based on Woolf ’s self-creation myth about the girl writing in her bedroom, then, Virginia 

Stephen/Woolf developed from a naïf delighted to have her words appear in a newspaper, 

and to receive a cheque for them, to an increasingly sophisticated and strident critic of the 

press and the print marketplace. (321) 

 

Economic value seems to spoil the very purpose of the creative process and the aesthetic 

quality of a piece of art; and, similarly, this dichotomy is suggested to shape Orlando’s 

literary career. As I have mentioned earlier, Orlando meant for Woolf a public success; but, 

on the other hand, the Preface of the novel, as Southwork (2012) puts it, reflects the British 

writer’s views about the state of literature with regard to this new popularity: “the Preface 

represents an extraordinarily prescient statement on Woolf’s part about the paradoxical and 

precarious status of the modernist writer whose work lost prestige as it gained popularity and 

financial viability.” Nonetheless, Woolf also celebrates the success of the Hogarth Press in 

terms of the freedom she was granted as a writer (76). Returning to Collier’s (2010) work, 

the author highlights that, apart from Woolf’s determination and “successful apprenticeship 

of short and frequent book reviewing,” the family she came from and her connections to the 

Bloomsbury circle guaranteed “her access to prestigious and commodious periodicals. This 

access freed her from the more offhand piece-work of light newspaper columns” (324). In 

this case, her status freed her from other less distinguished newspapers. As Woolf describes 

in A Room of One’s Own, “a woman must have money and a room of her own if she is to 

write fiction” (1); that is, money becomes the necessary means to write, not the aim of 
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writing. In Orlando, the writer suggests the corruption of the premise of the artistic creation 

understood as an aesthetic exercise due to the economic value attached to art in the Modernist 

period. 

 Returning to the protagonist of the novel, Orlando recurs to the acclaimed writer, 

literary critic and reviewer Nick Greene, a “member of that blessed, indeed sacred, fraternity” 

of writers (55). Virginia Woolf’s views against the authoritative and patriarchal discourse of 

literature is made clear by the use of the term “fraternity” since this group of writers will 

reject Orlando’s literary work for centuries until the eventual publication of her poem in the 

twentieth century. The narrative voice also underlines Orlando’s fasciation towards Greene 

on account of the publication of his book—“there was a glory about a man who had written 

a book and had it printed” (55)—; therefore, the printing marketplace also becomes an 

essential element regarding the process of achieving fame and recognition. Nonetheless, 

Orlando’s acquaintance with Greene after the writer’s stay at the protagonist’s residence 

turns into a “love and hate” relationship. Orlando becomes “shocked” with Greene’s 

“doctrines” with regard to the comparison between classical authors and their contemporaries 

(60). After this episode, Orlando seems to understand the dishonourable state of the literary 

authority, but simultaneously struggles to comply with its norms: 

 

So time passed, and Orlando felt for his guest a strange mixture of liking and contempt, of 

admiration and pity, as well as something too indefinite to be called by any one name, but 

had something of fear in it and something of fascination. He talked incessantly about himself, 

yet was such good company that one could listen to the story of his ague for ever. Then he 

was so witty; then he was so irreverent. (61) 
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After Nick Greene’s decision to abandon Orlando’s estate, the protagonist “felt some relief 

at this, yet also a great reluctance to let him go” (63). However, similarly to his relationship 

with Sasha, his desire to become a recognised author eventually becomes frustrated: 

“Greene’s ridicule of his tragedy hurt him as much as the Princess’ ridicule of his love” (69).  

In response to his new emotional crisis, this time Orlando’s lovesickness translates 

into the total rejection of the object of desire, which at this point is fame: 

 

‘Fame’, he said, ‘is like’ (and since there was no Nick Greene to stop him, he went on to revel 

in images of which we will choose only one or two of the quietest) ‘a braided coat which 

hampers the limbs; a jacket of silver which curbs the heart; a painted shield which covers a 

scarecrow,’ etc. etc. The pith of his phrases was that while fame impedes and constricts, 

obscurity wraps about a man like a mist; obscurity is dark, ample, and free; obscurity lets the 

mind take its way unimpeded. (70) 

 

Fame is suggested to be, as Virginia Woolf’s own preoccupations demonstrated, the 

corruption of the artistic creation. Nonetheless, “[r]id of the heart-burn of rejected love, and 

of vanity rebuked, and all the other stings and pricks which the nettle-bed of life had burnt 

upon him when ambitious of fame, but could no longer inflict upon one careless of glory”, 

Orlando in the end “opened his eyes” (71). The protagonist’s revelation becomes Woolf’s 

protest through the novel against the publishing market, the editors, the reviewers and, 

essentially, the masculine authority within the literary scene. As Orlando ponders on his 

recent frustration, he swears to never write another word “to please Nick Greene or the Muse” 

(69). Furthermore, eighteenth-century Orlando alludes again to such conclusion: “All her 

experience with Nick Greene had taught her nothing” (139). Similarly, the Hogarth Press 
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allowed Woolf to free herself from yielding to the demands of the print marketplace in order 

to focus on her own creative practices. Spiropoulou (2018) highlights that this quest for fame 

and recognition by the protagonist evokes Woolf’s words in her diary entry of 7 November 

1928 soon after the publication of the novel: “And this shall be written for my own pleasure, 

– But that phrase inhibits me: for if one writes only for one’s own pleasure, – I dont [sic] 

know what it is that happens. I suppose the convention of writing is destroyed; therefore one 

does not write at all” (The Diaries of Virginia Woolf 3, 201; cited in Spiropoulou 2018, 108). 

 The tension between fame and poetic genius concerning the state of art seems to 

become solved when Orlando’s poem “The Oak Tree” gets eventually published at the end 

of the novel. Spiropoulou (2018) points out that in the narrative “true art” is revealed to be 

“defined as opposed to both materialist goals and the personal vanity entailed in achieving 

fame;” instead, true art is actually connected to “secret communication” or obscurity during 

the creative process (109). In that respect, the author underlines the following passage in the 

novel: 

 

What has praise and fame to do with poetry? What has seven editions (the book had already 

gone into no less) got to do with the value of it? Was not writing poetry a secret transaction, 

a voice answering a voice? So that all this chatter and praise and blame and meeting people 

who admired one and meeting people who did not admire one was as ill suited as could be to 

the thing itself—a voice answering a voice. (232) 

 

The protagonist’s remarks on fame throughout the novel reveal that, as much as it is marriage 

or motherhood for women according to the conventions of the period, public recognition is 

such a relevant concern for women writers. However, Woolf’s protest against gender 
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stereotypes parallels that against the masculine literary tradition, and offers an alternative 

discourse. As Spiropoulou (2018) underlines, Orlando’s indifference towards fame and glory 

is associated to women and their role in the history of literature; in contrast to male authors, 

Woolf vindicates in the narrative a different response to such patriarchal practices: “Orlando 

becomes a published and awarded poet only after she turns into a woman, but precisely 

because she is a woman she appears indifferent to fame” (109). As the biographer recounts, 

Orlando’s answer to anonymity becomes the clue of her success: 

 

Fame! she repeated. A poet—a charlatan; both every morning as regularly as the post comes 

in. To dine, to meet; to meet, to dine; fame—fame! (She had here to slow down to pass 

through the crowd of market people. But no one noticed her. A porpoise in a fishmonger’s 

shop attracted far more attention than a lady who had won a prize and might, had she chosen, 

have worn three coronets one on top of another on her brow.) (222) 

 

This anonymous writing points to, as I have suggested in the introduction, to the writings of 

women—even to Woolf’s earlier pieces of journalism and literary reviews published 

anonymously—, the anonymous writing that Virginia Woolf later highlights in A Room of 

One’s Own.  

 

2.2. Anonymity as a transgression 

 

 

To conclude this section, I would like to point out that male Orlando had already 

anticipated—after his first frustrated attempt to publish his works earlier in the novel—that 
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anonymity constitutes the alternative to the debased state of writing in the modernist print 

marketplace and literary scenario in which editors, publishers and writers only seek fame:  

 

For it seemed vain and arrogant in the extreme to try to better that anonymous work of 

creation; the labours of those vanished hands. Better was it to go unknown and leave behind 

you an arch, a potting shed, a wall where peaches ripen, than to burn like a meteor and leave 

no dust. (Orlando 72) 

 

As I see it, Virginia Woolf’s discourse on fame, glory and popularity in the novel constructs 

a dual vision of fame as: either a corrupt means of using the literary work to gain money and 

public acclaim, or as the deserved admiration for artistic genius and aesthetic quality—as the 

Classical writers, the Elizabethans and the great poets of the literary tradition have 

demonstrated. However, anonymity grants the second appreciation and, at the same time, 

guarantees the access to a readership, that is, the public sphere. In this regard, as I will point 

out later, anonymity allowed women to transgress the barriers of the public and gain access 

to the literary market and the literary tradition. Consequently, Virginia Woolf’s deep 

discussion on fame with regard to the current state of art in Modernism and the print 

marketplace throughout the novel constitutes another means to transgress the boundaries of 

the private sphere. Orlando, a woman writer, eventually gains acceptance in the literary scene 

and reaches an audience; and Woolf, with her best-selling novels and essays, dramatically 

alters the vision of women writers within the literary tradition. 
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3. Trespassing the boundaries of compulsory heterosexuality: same-sex desire in the 

public space 

 

With regard to sexuality, Orlando also constitutes a step outside the normative 

heterosexuality of the period for the public eye. Despite the fantastic elements, the novel is 

both a biography of Vita Sackville-West—whose lesbian love affairs were publicly well-

known—and an open love letter by Woolf to her friend. Leslie Kathleen Hankins (1997) 

describes the novel as a lesbian text that “plays an elaborate game of hide and seek with the 

reader and the censor” since Orlando deals with eroticism and love between women, 

challenges compulsory heterosexuality and homophobia, and introduces “coded” elements 

of lesbianism (181). Similarly, Victoria L. Smith (2006) points out that Woolf’s novel depicts 

a culture that allows a fictional and fantastical representation of lesbianism—although based 

on a real personality and her open love affairs with women—, but condemns a realistic 

representation of lesbian love such as Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness (60), which 

was published the same year and banned not long afterwards. The author suggests that 

without all those fantastic elements of “unnatural time” and “unnatural sex changes” Woolf’s 

Orlando might have also been prohibited (61).  

Despite the magical element that transforms Orlando into a woman—a change of sex 

which is performed against the protagonist’s will, although she later claims to be proud of 

it—, the narrative voice highlights that “Orlando remained precisely as he had been. The 

change of sex, though it altered their future, did nothing whatever to alter their identity” (96). 

This seems to justify Orlando’s sexuality later in the text, when the protagonist reflects on 

her identity as a woman, the differences between the sexes and the need to love:  

 



186 

 

And as all Orlando’s loves had been women, now, through the culpable laggardry of the 

human frame to adapt itself to convention, though she herself was a woman, it was still a 

woman she loved; and if the consciousness of being of the same sex had any effect at all, it 

was to quicken and deepen those feelings which she had had as a man. (113-114) 

 

Here we see a clear example of how Woolf’s “masking” techniques work; fiction and fantasy 

blend, as private affairs occupy the public domain, but also remain private at the same time 

on a different level: Orlando’s homosexual desire becomes a public matter, but it is Vita who 

remains encoded in the pages of the novel. Woolf identifies her protagonist as a lesbian since 

it is women she loves; although the term is never used and it is justified by the fact that she 

was born a heterosexual man. Lesbianism is hidden behind heterosexuality: for the censor 

Orlando is not an overtly lesbian woman, but a heterosexual man who becomes a woman. 

The fantastical element plays its part in this game of hide and seek—as Hankins (1997) 

describes it. However, as I see it, Woolf also deceives the censor and reader, and hints—

without saying it openly—that behind that premise of Orlando’s attraction to women, 

compulsory heterosexuality actually becomes compulsory homosexuality: if Orlando loved 

women in the first place, now same-sex attraction becomes the norm. The social order of 

heteronormative sexuality in Orlando is inverted, although disguised in fantasy—which is 

why the novel might not have been classified as an indecent text as it was Radclyffe Hall’s. 

In addition, the narrative voice adds that “a thousand hints and mysteries became plain to her 

that were then dark. Now, the obscurity, which divides the sexes and lets linger innumerable 

impurities in its gloom, was removed, … this affection gained in beauty what it lost in falsity” 

(114). The narrative voice also makes a reference to Orlando’s first love, Sasha, and hints 

that, had Orlando been a woman during those times, the outcome might have been different; 
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that is, the love relationship might have been consummated fully in terms of desire: “she 

knew Sasha as she was, and in the ardour of this discovery, and in the pursuit of all those 

treasures which were now revealed, she was so rapt and enchanted” (114).  

 

3.1. The battle against censorship 

 

In this respect, Hankins (1997) highlights that Woolf’s fantasy novel incorporates a protest 

against censorship in the way she masks the protagonist’s change of sex and sexuality. 

According to this author, apart from Radclyffe Hall’s novel, years before, Sackville-West’s 

lesbian novel Challenge, which initially constituted an autobiographical account of the writer 

and her lesbian relationship with Violet Trefusis, finally yielded to the prevailing 

homophobia of the time: Vita rewrote the novel and changed the sex of one of the lesbian 

protagonists to turn the couple into a heterosexual one. However, neither did Virginia Woolf 

openly write about a lesbian couple nor censor lesbianism like her friend had done; she used 

various strategies to avoid censorship, that is, she played “hide and seek” (183). The example 

mentioned above is a clear demonstration of Woolf’s technique to tease the censor. Another 

public success for Woolf is the way she approaches the protagonist’s change of sex for the 

eyes of the reader. As I have stated earlier, even though Orlando’s transformation might have 

been caused by a magical force against his will, “Orlando herself showed no surprise at it” 

(97) and later claims: “Praise God that I’m a woman!” (113). This transformation is justified 

in the context of fantasy; however, Woolf vindicates the role of women in the patriarchal 

spectrum of the British society and, at the same time, with a lesbian Orlando, the writer also 

vindicates a public space for lesbian women and homosexuality in a general sense.  
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The order of compulsory heterosexuality, through the game of disguises and hints, is 

reversed—and not only through the protagonist, but through other characters as well. In this 

regard, Orlando’s first admirer, the Archduchess Harriet, who later reveals to be Archduke 

Harry, explains the truth to the protagonist about his identity: “that he was a man and always 

had been one; that he had seen a portrait of Orlando and fallen hopelessly in love with him; 

that to compass his ends, he had dressed as a woman and lodged at the Baker’s shop” (126). 

In order to comply with the heterosexual norm, the Archduke conceals his homosexuality 

with a female disguise.4 However, despite Orlando’s transformation into a woman, the 

Archduke’s love towards the protagonist prevails: it is some love that ignores the limits of 

sex. Compared to Orlando’s lesbianism, in this case the homosexual desire turns into a 

heterosexual one, but compulsory heterosexuality has already been challenged. I would even 

say that the Archduke’s revelation of his homosexual desire towards male Orlando in the first 

place—although never described in such terms—overshadows the fact that it becomes a 

heterosexual desire. The heterosexual regime is overthrown and homosexuality occupies the 

public space—both in the text and in the socio-cultural arena in the form of a successful 

novel. Orlando’s marriage with Shel illustrates another example in which heterosexuality and 

homosexuality are reversed. They represent a heterosexual couple; however, homosexuality 

lays hidden: Shel is a woman for Orlando and the protagonist is a man for him. This female 

and male heterosexuality from both parts are actually grounded on the basis of their 

androgynous features. In this respect, Woolf depicts a social spectrum in which both 

categories of heterosexuality and homosexuality might fluctuate and none of them occupy 

 
4 In the next chapter I will discuss the possibility to read the Archduchess/Archduke’s female identity as the 

real one—in other words, as a trans woman—in order to point out that her femininity—since she is later revealed 

to be a man—is described in terms of ridicule and sexual access in comparison to female Orlando’s masculinity, 

which is described in terms of freedom. 
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the space of the norm. As Hankins (1997) puts it, Woolf “draws attention to the constructed 

nature of the sexuality and gender of the protagonist and torments the censor with daring 

suggestions of cross-sex desire—all the while demurely obeying the dictates of censorship” 

(186). The author adds later that Woolf, in the novel, “figures out a way to stride rather than 

tiptoe past the censor—flaunting the contraband and making gestures towards the censor that 

undermine his authority” (193). 

Returning to the idea mentioned above, the very fact about Orlando’s own realisation 

of her female sex and the vindication of a public space for women also constitutes a feminist 

act on Woolf’s part. Not only is a lesbian text, as Hankins (1997) puts it, but “a lesbian 

feminist one” (181). The author claims that Orlando brings the feminist discourse into the 

“queer realm” since the novel deals with a “sexually ambiguous protagonist” in a “misogynist 

sex/gender system” (182). The scene on the Enamoured Lady, Hankins (1997) underlines, 

constitutes the feminist awakening in the protagonist and, in addition, serves to reprimand 

Vita Sackville-West’s lack of feminist consciousness. According to the author, “[t]he reward 

for recognizing the social construction of gender and identifying the inequities of patriarchy 

is the lusty recognition of desire and fulfillment” (193). This lesbian sexual fantasy is, 

however, interrupted by the captain. On the other hand, Hankins (1997) also mentions that 

Virginia Woolf might have also censored herself since the draft version differs a little with 

regard to the lesbian scenes: “The sexual fantasy aboard the Enamoured Lady is a strongly 

lesbian text in the draft, and traces remain encoded in the public version” (195). For instance, 

the original text contains the following passage: “she could understand a thousand things that 

had been dark to her; now the old wound ceased to ache & began to tingle” (The Original 

Holograph Draft, 127; cited in Hankins 1997, 194). According to the writer, this scene 

“suggests sexual pleasure” (194). Another example mentioned in the draft version is the idea 



190 

 

of leaving behind the love towards women when reaching English soil: “once Orlando set 

foot there, adieu ladies!” (The Original Holograph Draft, 128; cited in Hankins 1997, 195). 

As Hankins (1997) suggests, Virginia Woolf might have reviewed her manuscript to suppress 

the scenes in which lesbian desire was openly discussed, but also to encode a secret message 

for her friend. 

Nonetheless, in my view, even though Virginia Woolf might have censored her own 

text to avoid actual banning and confrontation due to the homophobic environment of the 

period, Orlando constitutes both an open account of lesbianism, gender theory and, as I have 

already suggested in previous chapters, feminism—in this regard, along with A Room of 

One’s Own. Returning to the novel, I would also like to point out another example with which 

Woolf teases the censor and gains public terrain against male authority. After Orlando’s 

transformation, her sex is in dispute; however, eventually in the nineteenth century, 

Orlando’s sex “is pronounced indisputably, and beyond the shadow of a doubt … female” 

(181). The protagonist therefore recovers control of her estates and titles, and at the same 

time wins the battle against the authority of the period—which in a broader sense makes 

reference to a real public gain since Woolf confronts the actual censors portraying a female 

protagonist who is a lesbian and who publicly celebrates her success in overthrowing a 

patriarchal structure that forbids women to own property on their own: “When the result of 

the lawsuit was made known (and rumour flew much quicker than the telegraph which has 

supplanted it), the whole town was filled with rejoicings” (182). The celebration is not only 

a private one—Orlando finally recovers control over her life—, but becomes public 

knowledge. In addition, as I have mentioned in a previous chapter, this passage makes 

reference to the fact that Vita Sackville-West loses Knole House for the impossibility of a 

woman to inherit an estate. Through the fantasy novel, not only does Woolf allow her friend 
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to possess what is hers and recover from her loss, but the British writer also protests against 

the authoritative and patriarchal regime of the period. 

 

3.2. Vindicating lesbianism 

 

As I have discussed in this section, the novel demonstrates to be an open demand for public 

acceptance for lesbian women and women altogether, which at the same time vindicates the 

space for women writers in the history of literature and in the current literary scene—

questions that, according to Woolf, remain unresolved and need a deeper discussion, which 

she develops in A Room of One’s Own. In her essay, the narrator addresses her audience and 

openly—but still playing hide and seek—states: “Do not blush. Let us admit in the privacy 

of our own society that these things sometimes happen. Sometimes women do like women” 

(70). As Zwerdling (1986) suggests, the use of the term “liked” actually hints the possibility 

of same-sex desire, but she does not insist on it: “it is clear that they represent Woolf’s 

rhetorical strategy at its most strenuously ironic” (256). Returning to the fantasy novel, 

furthermore, Virginia Woolf’s references to Vita Sackville-West in the text are also evident; 

a fact that reveals the writer’s intention to engage in a conversation with her readers—

although she makes use of a coded language—about her feelings towards her friend, and 

about her friend’s life and role in the public scene. As Smith (2006) suggests,  

 

“given the public’s knowledge of Sackville-West’s ‘proclivities’ and of her wild affair with 

Violet [Keppel/Trefusis], given the general atmosphere of homophobia and specific 

condemnation of lesbianism at that time (occasioned by the banning of The Well), for Woolf 

to write a public, sapphic love letter, to dedicate the book to V. Sackville-West, and to include 
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photographs of Vita Sackville-West as Orlando, was audacious and remarkable to say the 

least.” (63) 

 

In addition, the author adds that by introducing Vita Sackville-West into the “cultural 

imaginary” of England, Virginia Woolf transforms the rejection of “overt homosexuality” 

into “public gain” because the novel becomes a success and it is publicly acclaimed (67). 

Moreover, Woolf’s Orlando constitutes, I would say, not only an open declaration of same-

sex relationships among women, but, as I suggested earlier, of transgenderism as well. 

 

4. Breaking gender norms: transgenderism, cross-genderism and androgyny in the 

public space 

 

He—for there could be no doubt of his sex, though the fashion of the time did something to 

disguise it—was in the act of slicing at the head of a Moor which swung from the rafters. 

(Orlando, 5) 

 

The opening lines of the novel suggest that the fantasy book will offer within its lines some 

insights about the understanding of sex/gender—or only sex, as Woolf refers to it in the 

text—as an unstable category that either crosses the boundaries or stays right in the middle 

of both sides. The later change of sex of the protagonist is a clear confirmation of this initial 

omen; however, there are some other clues about this issue deep inside the pages of the novel. 

At some point, after Orlando’s transformation, the narrative voice reflects on the following: 

“The change of clothes had, some philosophers will say, much to do with it. Vain trifles as 

they seem, clothes have, they say, more important offices than merely to keep us warm” 
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(132). In this regard, the clothes and costumes of the characters in the novel will serve to 

understand how the conventions of gender work on a societal level and also how these 

characters break gender norms through the change of appearance—although it is always 

framed within the binary male/female. In the next chapter I will discuss androgyny, sexual 

inversion and trans identities in a deeper sense; but, in this section, I would like to approach 

this gender matter briefly from the point of view of the occupation of the public space. 

Virginia Woolf constructs several strategies to break gender norms and depicts her characters 

using the public domain so as to perpetrate their breaking of gender barriers. In the novel, 

there are various examples of sexually androgynous characters or those—such as Orlando, 

the Archduke and even Shel—who identify with both their masculine and feminine sides in 

different contexts, and who pass as both man and woman.  

Today’s understanding of trans identities did not exist during Woolf’s times—and it 

is not my intention to explore this issue fully in this chapter.5 However, the British writer 

deconstructs the categories of gender—that is, the rigid gender stereotypes—and builds a 

space for those non-conforming gender identities both in the novel and in her feminist 

essay—non-conforming in the sense of protesting against those gender conventions. I would 

also like to make clear the use of terms in the title of this section. On the one hand, androgyny, 

in order to refer to the possession of both masculine and feminine traits in a person, was 

employed by the British writer indeed—as her theory of the androgynous mind in A Room of 

One’s Own evinces. Nonetheless, trans identities as well as homosexuality were catalogued, 

 
5 In this section, it is worth noting that the resources used here employ the terms “cross-dressing” and “cross-

genderism” in order to speak about Woolf’s characters in Orlando. For this reason, here I will allude to such 

terms and I will not discuss extensively the transgender matter. However, as I will explore in chapter 5, the 

protagonist and other characters in the fantasy novel can be read as trans individuals in the context the term is 

understood today. 
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as I will discuss in the next chapter, as “sexual inversion” during Woolf’s times; there was 

no such distinction for homosexual desire and gender nonconformity as there is nowadays. 

Consequently, this language might not illustrate entirely the reality of the period. However, 

even though the terminology was different for Woolf and her contemporaries, we cannot 

deny that they were actually concerned about such issues and, as Woolf’s novels and works 

demonstrate, developed an important body of writing in which their views on this matter 

were captured. Here I will make use of the term trans to refer to Orlando’s transition into a 

woman, since the character in the novel identifies as female after the transformation. There 

are other situations in the novel in which characters are identified with a different sex/gender 

identity to the one is initially or later revealed. In such cases, the term trans could also apply, 

since it constitutes a fluid category, but I have also made reference in the title to the term 

cross-genderism, since it is a term employed by academics with regard to Woolf’s novel. 

 

4.1. Transgressing gender norms in public: cross-dressing 

 

Returning to the main point here, as Hermione Lee (1996) describes in Virginia Woolf’s 

biography, the British writer, still Stephen at that time, participated in the well-known 

Dreadnought Hoax. On February 7th 1910, Adrian Stephen, friend and lover Duncan Grant, 

Virginia Stephen, and three other male friends dressed up as—and pretended to be—the 

Emperor of Abyssinia and his suite in order to be shown the Dreadnought, one of the latest 

warships of the British fleet. Virginia Stephen dressed up as one of the Abyssinians, who 

were “blacked up, with a moustache, flowing robes and a turban” (282-283). Lee (1996) says 

that 
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The hoax combined all possible forms of subversion: ridicule of empire, infiltration of the 

nation’s defenses, mockery of the bureaucratic procedures, cross-dressing and sexual 

ambiguity (Adrian and Duncan became lovers at about this time, thou the Navy didn’t know 

that; but the fact that one of the Abyssinians was a woman was the greatest source of 

indignation). Huge embarrassment was caused when the story came out. (283) 

 

The Hoax meant a public act of protest against Victorian conventions and lifestyle; it was a 

public mockery of those establishments performed, in part, by a young woman who was not 

only dressed-up, but passed as man in public for the (male) authority. Furthermore, the later 

revelation of the story constituted another open act of protest since the truth was disclosed 

for a general public audience. Lee (1996) adds that, in connection to Woolf’s feminist essays, 

A Room of One’s Own and Three Guineas, the Hoax “is built into this feminist fable in a way 

which suggests how profoundly that satirical masquerade influenced her life-long thinking 

about her ‘society’” (287). I would also add that this also applies to Woolf’s fantasy novel. 

Orlando displays in some way the dynamics of the Dreadnought Hoax in the way Woolf’s 

characters make use of the public space to vindicate the deconstruction of a rigid gender 

binary and advocate another gender system that, instead of being based on opposites, I would 

say, was based on complementariness. 

 Elizabeth English (2015) suggests that the events of the Dreadnought and other 

episodes involving dressing up—such us Woolf’s appearance in Vogue with her mother’s 

dress—actually highlight “a certain delight in wearing inappropriate clothes and an interest 

in the playful dissonance between the body, its appearance, and its context” (115). In her 

essay, the author places Orlando within the tradition of cross-dressing historical romance, 

which became popular during the 1920s and 1930s, and displayed heroines “in masquerade.” 
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Moreover, English (2015) highlights that cross-dressing became a motif with which writers 

could explore “questions of class, gender, sexuality and, most importantly, same-sex desire” 

(116). Gender masquerade had also become quite popular in Renaissance literature, “often 

associated with transgressive desires” and “potentially homoerotic renderings,” which might 

have also been an inspiration for Woolf due to her interest in the period (English 2015, 117). 

In this respect, I would like to highlight the implications of this “gender revelation” or 

“gender unmasking” in the novel with regard to their occupation of the public domain. 

However, although Orlando might fit in the tradition of cross-dressing historical romance as 

English (2015) suggests; Woolf, in my view, does not only use cross-dressing or sex change 

as a mere motif to explore questions of gender and lesbian desire. The author compares 

Woolf’s novel to Georgette Heyer’s The Masqueraders, published in the same year: 

 

Heyer’s The Masqueraders features the cross-dressed siblings Prue and Robin who disguise 

themselves to evade the law after their involvement in a failed Jacobite rebellion. For this 

popular historical romance novelist cross-dressing overtly signals that gender is not only 

performative but that it can easily be learned by rote. (117) 

 

In addition, English (2015) adds—following Diana Wallace’s analysis in The Woman's 

Historical Novel—that the male character’s disguise actually mocks the artificiality of 

femininity, while the sister’s provides her with the opportunity to have access to men’s 

reality, “full of daring adventures and political intrigue.” The author points out the disparity 

represented in the cultural representations of cross-dressing since “a man pretending to be a 

woman is a source of amusement and ridicule, while a woman pretending to be a man is 

simply good sense” (117). 
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 Although I agree with that feminist analysis with regard to how men and women are 

culturally represented—in the way, to explain it briefly here, masculine appropriation of 

femininity is considered motive of ridicule and harassment; while feminine appropriation of 

masculinity is regarded as unattainable, but obviously common sense—, Virginia Woolf’s 

Orlando does not comply with this idea in a strict sense. In the novel, femininity and 

womanhood are depicted as culturally derided; but the protagonist, who suffers a sex 

transformation or transition, learns to embrace her womanhood, to censor the cultural vices 

that corrupt the conceptions of masculinity/manhood and femininity/womanhood, and also 

to embrace other more flexible understandings of gender identity, which include at the same 

time homosexual or homoerotic desire. English (2015) points out that, in Heyer’s novels 

about cross-dressing, ultimately “heterosexuality triumphs over gender and sexual 

confusion” (118). As I have explained in the previous section, that vision of Orlando would 

not be possible since it reduces Woolf’s attempts to deconstruct the rigidity of gender 

stereotypes and sexuality to a very facile generalisation.  

English (2015) comments that, similarly to other characters of cross-dressing 

historical romance, Orlando “experience[s] her gender as an alien and artificial role, learning 

how to be a ‘woman’” (118). The author also adds that 

 

As is the case with mainstream historical romance, the female Orlando uses disguise to 

assume various identities appropriate to her context but otherwise historically impossible for 

her sex. Woolf, therefore, turns to this generic convention to exceed the realistic boundaries 

of gender as well as to trouble the very idea that these roles and behaviour are natural. (119) 
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In this regard, it is true that, in several occasions during the course of the novel, masculinity 

and femininity are depicted as artificial traits that are constructed by a social system—which 

is, besides, patriarchal—and, consequently, subjected to change; while in other passages, 

Orlando seems to embrace her femininity or womanhood as a natural attribute. I also agree 

with English (2015) when she points out that costume and cross-dressing in Woolf’s novel 

is used “to reveal that gender is not an inevitable state and should not determine the limits of 

the lives we lead,” but maintains the gender binary (122). However, as I see it, Virginia Woolf 

is not trying to dilute the gender binary; but, as I mentioned above, she offers a gender binary 

which, instead of conceiving genders—or sexes—as a system of opposites, is based on being 

complementary to each other—and, consequently, open to change. As Helen Dunmore 

(2016) points out in the introduction she wrote for Orlando, for Woolf, “gender is infinitely 

more fluid than class and culture” (xiv). Cross-genderism or transgenderism in the novel not 

only serves to explore questions of class and gender in the British society, but to render a 

public voice and a space throughout the novel to those identities who, such as Vita and Woolf 

herself, do not conform to the gender conventions of the period, which is fundamentally due 

to the Victorian heritage. 

 

4.2. Androgyny and changes of sex 

 

In this respect, I would like to point out how Woolf elaborates these gender dynamics 

concerning her transgender protagonist and his/her suitor, the Archduchess/Archduke—who 

identifies and passes as a woman at first—, with regard to their access to the public space 

and their recognition in public. As Dunmore (2016) claims, “[a] man may become a woman 

overnight, through bodily transformation, as Orlando does, or a man may choose to define 
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himself anew through changes of clothing and behaviour as the Archduchess/Archduke does” 

(xv). Woolf depicts two characters in the novel whose sex suffers a transformation—I am 

referring to sex here since it is the term the writer uses in the novel, although Woolf actually 

also deals with notions understood today as gender and gender identity throughout the 

novel—but, most importantly, are identified with their preferred sex/gender identity. This 

happens again on a double level: both within the story of the novel and as a narrative available 

to a public readership. In relation to this, the other characters in the novel and the readers—

the censor as well—do not confront, but welcome, Orlando’s and the Archduke’s desired 

gender identity. That constitutes, I would say, Virginia Woolf’s public gain. As I mentioned 

earlier with regard to same-sex desire in the novel, Woolf makes use of fantasy to disguise 

her postulates, and to tease the censor. Her game of hide and seek allows her once more to 

denounce gender conventions in relation to how fluid gender identity should be. In a similar 

way to Woolf’s challenge of compulsory heterosexuality, through the transgender and cross-

gender characters, the writer is simultaneously reversing the order of compulsory gender 

conformity to the cultural dictates of a patriarchal society. 

Androgynous male Orlando becomes a woman and, if we analyse closely the 

reception of her new sex/gender identity by other voices in the novel, we learn that, apart 

from the censor that Woolf references, no one questions it. As the narrative voice points out 

when the protagonist awakes in her new life, “Orlando had become a woman—there is no 

denying it” (96). The biographer, whose authority in the text results from the position he or 

she holds as author of the biography, confirms the veracity of such claim against the censor’s 

views: “Many people, taking this into account, and holding that such a change of sex is 

against nature, have been at great pains to prove (1) that Orlando had always been a woman, 

(2) that Orlando is at this moment a man” (97). However, the narrative voice subsequently 
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discredits the discrepant discourse: “Let biologists and psychologists determine. It is enough 

for us to state the simple fact; Orlando was a man till the age of thirty; when he became a 

woman and has remained so ever since” (97). The warning regarding the change of 

pronouns—that is, a change of language—constitutes another example of the authoritative 

voice by the biographer against any other opinion: “but in future we must, for convention’s 

sake, say ‘her’ for ‘his,’ and ‘she’ for ‘he’ ” (96). Therefore, the reader must identify Orlando 

from this point onwards as a woman regardless of those divergent voices.  

In the next chapter, when Orlando enters her home in London, Woolf teases again the 

censor, mocks his authoritative discourse and discredits him before the readers:  

 

No one showed an instant’s suspicion that Orlando was not the Orlando they had known. If 

any doubt there was in the human mind the action of the deer and the dogs would have been 

enough to dispel it, for the dumb creatures, as is well known, are far better judges both of 

identity and character than we are. (120) 

 

This critique towards the cultural assumptions of gender is sublime since the biographer gives 

credit to a dog’s judgement against the establishment of the rigid gender system. What is 

more, Orlando’s servants express their acceptance towards their master’s new gender 

identity, which implies its public recognition. In addition, Mrs Grimsditch even hints the 

possibility of Orlando having been a woman—or having had the desire of being so—from 

the beginning of the story: 

 

Moreover, said Mrs Grimsditch, over her dish of china tea, to Mr Dupper that night, if her 

Lord was a Lady now, she had never seen a lovelier one, nor was there a penny piece to 
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choose between them; one was as well-favoured as the other; they were as like as two peaches 

on one branch; which, said Mrs Grimsditch, becoming confidential, she had always had her 

suspicions (here she nodded her head very mysteriously), which it was no surprise to her 

(here she nodded her head very knowingly), and for her part, a very great comfort; for what 

with the towels wanting mending and the curtains in the chaplain’s parlour being moth–eaten 

round the fringes, it was time they had a Mistress among them. (120). 

 

Besides, this suggestion extends the multiple interpretations of sex and gender identity in the 

novel: even though born a man, had Orlando actually been a woman? When the Archduchess 

Harriet first meets Orlando, she highlights his resemblance to her sister: “She had seen his 

picture and it was the image of a sister of hers” (77). There is no obvious evidence to analyse 

this idea in relation to a possible intention by Woolf to depict a real trans character—

understood as self-identifying as a woman from the beginning—; however, what is clear is: 

had Orlando not been Vita Sackville-West all the time? This passage points to that direction. 

In the next chapter, the censor’s discourse is completely disregarded eventually. As I pointed 

out in the previous section, Orlando’s lawsuits were settled and the protagonist is recognised 

as a woman by the previous discordant discourse—that is, the law or censorship. Woolf’s 

views on gender prevail against those imposed by the patriarchal regime of England and, 

what is more, they are made public: first they reach a readership and, what is more, the novel, 

which includes discussions on such topics disguised in the form of a biography and of fiction, 

becomes a public success. Even though the game of masquerade may have helped in her 

favour, Virginia Woolf once again wins the battle and occupies the public domain. 
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 With regard to the character of the Archduke/Archduchess, to whom I have also 

referred earlier in relation to homosexuality, I would like to point out how Woolf constructs 

the dynamics under his eventual gender revelation and coming out as a man. In contrast to 

Orlando, this character is closer to that satiric element that Elizabeth English (2015) suggests 

to be inspired by the cross-dressing historical romance. The Archduchess’s womanhood, 

although never openly questioned, is actually described in terms of irony. During Orlando’s 

first encounter with her, the narrative voice highlights the feminine conventions with which 

she does not actually comply: 

 

Any other woman thus caught in a Lord’s private grounds would have been afraid; any other 

woman with that face, headdress, and aspect would have thrown her mantilla across her 

shoulders to hide it. For this lady resembled nothing so much as a hare; a hare startled, but 

obdurate; a hare whose timidity is overcome by an immense and foolish audacity; a hare that 

sits upright and glowers at its pursuer with great, bulging eyes; with ears erect but quivering, 

with nose pointed, but twitching. This hare, moreover, was six feet high and wore a headdress 

into the bargain of some antiquated kind which made her look still taller. (77) 

 

What is more, the mocking tone with which the narrative voice describes her is in some way, 

apart from humorous, interesting: “with such a cackle of nervous laughter, so much tee-

heeing and haw-hawing that Orlando thought she must have escaped from a lunatic asylum” 

(77). Her physical appearance and afterwards her manners—“had she not shown a knowledge 

of wines rare in a lady, and made some observations upon firearms and the customs of 

sportsmen in her country, which were sensible enough, the talk would have lacked 
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spontaneity” (78)—seem to offer the readers some clues about the later disclosure of her/his 

true identity.  

During their second encounter, before reveling his/her true self, the pejorative and 

ridiculing considerations continue on Orlando’s part: “it was a familiar shadow, a grotesque 

shadow, the shadow of no less a personage than the Archduchess Harriet Griselda of Finster-

Aarhorn and Scand-op-Boom in the Roumanian territory” (125). Once again, the 

Archduchess’s femininity becomes satirised: “At the thought that she had fled all the way to 

Turkey to avoid her seductions (now become excessively flat), Orlando laughed aloud. There 

was something inexpressibly comic in the sight. She resembled, as Orlando had thought 

before, nothing so much as a monstrous hare” (125). As English (2015) suggests, “[w]ith a 

strange mix of female and male characteristics, the Archduke performs a grotesque, almost 

animalistic, rendition of femininity, much the same as Heyer’s character Robin [the male 

character who cross-dresses as a woman]” (123). However, although Orlando eventually 

rejects the Archduke as the object of her affections after her return to England and the 

revelation of his true self, the jeering comments Orlando initially makes about the artificiality 

of her ambiguous femininity seem to prove, after all, Orlando’s desire: “Orlando is overcome 

with such unfathomable passion for this disguised person that he is driven to leave the 

country” (English 2015, 123). This means that, even though femininity seems to be mocked 

in terms of ambiguity, it is actually that gender fluidity what attracts the protagonist. For this 

reason, I would say that femininity is not parodied in the narrative in the same respect English 

(2015) describes the gender masquerade novels, but the Archduchess’s femininity opens the 

possibility to non-conforming femininities with regard to the fixed gender norms. 

 Nonetheless, despite the satirical elements with which the Archduke is characterised, 

his presence in the novel as both man and woman illustrates once again Virginia Woolf’s 
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infringement of the boundaries of the norm in terms of gender and sexuality. English (2015), 

although she highlights the parody of the Archduchess’s femininity in the novel, finds, on 

the other hand, the Ardchuke’s disclosure of his true identity troublesome—in the way his 

sex “refuses to stabilise or make comprehensible either their sexual and gender identities or 

the configuration of desire” (127). There are many other instances in the novel that 

demonstrate both Woolf’s effort to reverse the order of compulsory gender conformity and 

heterosexuality, and others where she may fail to do so. Dunmore (2016) highlights that the 

scene in which Orlando and Shel meet parodies Jane Eyre and is actually reversing the gender 

roles of its protagonists: “Interestingly, Woolf gives to Orlando the male part in the scene, 

for in Jane Eyre it is Mr Rochester who suffers an ankle injury and is succoured by Jane” 

(xvi). As I have mentioned earlier, Orlando visualises Shel as a woman, and he falls in love 

with Orlando’s masculine side. In contrast, as English (2015) puts it, “it is still disappointing 

that Orlando … must sacrifice her gender play to become a wife and a mother. She must also 

submit to convention in order to become a successful writer, since Orlando’s work … is 

rendered less suspect and threatening by virtue of the fact that she is married” (127). 

However, attempts—either totally successful or not—from Woolf’s part to distance herself 

from the sociocultural, and patriarchal configurations of gender and sexuality, constitute 

enough evidence to demonstrate that the British writer is actually breaking and trespassing 

the boundaries of that authoritative discourse. Furthermore, as I have mentioned several times 

with respect to previous examples, the fact that the novel—in which all these characters are 

depicted and all these discussions are developed—reaches a large audience and gains public 

approval in the literary scene indicates Woolf’s success in, at least, calling into question the 

rigidity of the system, and the gender and sexual norms. 
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4.3. Anonymity as transgenderism 

 

To conclude, I would like to approach anonymity in women’s writing as another act of 

transgenderism within the public domain. As I see it, the very fact of women writers 

publishing anonymous pieces or using male names, given the circumstances of the period, 

constituted an act of trespassing the forbidden field of writing for the female sex. 

Furthermore, the fact that some of their names were finally revealed signified a double public 

gain: first they infiltrated the literary scene, then their real identity was disclosed. This 

happened to many women writers, well-known nowadays, who began their literary career 

from anonymity. However, I would like to explore here the dynamics of the appropriation of 

a masculine identity in order to write as an act of revelation and protest by women writers. 

For instance, Hankins (1997) comments that in Vita Sackville-West’s Passenger to Teheran 

the writer adopts what it seems to be a male narrative voice who even employs some 

masculinist quotes about the role of women. The reader identifies with a male protagonist 

who, on the last page of the novel, reveals her gender: she is a woman (191). Similarly, the 

narrative voice in Orlando, that is, the biographer, is never revealed to be male nor female. 

The interpretations about Vita’s reason to use such approach and to play “hide and seek”—

using Hankins’s (1997) term to characterise Orlando—with the readers’ expectations may 

vary; however, this story also connects with Woolf’s fantasy novel and, on a different level, 

with women’s writing altogether.  

As I mentioned in the introduction, Virginia Woolf’s first publications were 

anonymous. In A Room of One’s Own, Woolf writes: “Indeed, I would venture to guess that 

Anon, who wrote so many poems without singing them, was often a woman” (41). In the 

long essay, the writer discusses the role of women in the history of literature and denounces 
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the need of masculine appropriation for women writers to access the public domain of the 

literary scene. Woolf adds:  

 

And undoubtedly, I thought, looking at the shelf where there are no plays by women, her 

work would have gone unsigned. That refuge she would have sought certainly. It was the 

relic of the sense of chastity that dictated anonymity to women even so late as the nineteenth 

century. Currer Bell, George Eliot, George Sand, all the victims of inner strife as their 

writings prove, sought ineffectively to veil themselves by using the name of a man. (42) 

 

In a similar way to Sackville-West’s protagonist, the readership of Woolf’s anonymous 

papers, published in the most influential literary magazine of the period, might have 

identified a masculine authority behind those words. As Fernald (2005) underlines, “[f]or a 

woman who wrote frequently about the challenge of a woman's expressing herself in a man’s 

world, this accession to an authoritative voice under the cover of anonymity was crucial” 

(161). Nonetheless, after public success in the literary world, Woolf’s authorship of the many 

anonymous contributions that she made for periodicals was revealed.  

With regard to gender dynamics, the British writer makes use of a masculine identity 

and passes as a man for her readership to initially infiltrate the literary and journalistic world, 

and to later gain recognition as a woman writer. This is, however, a simplistic reduction of 

the understanding of the whole creative process for women writers and the difficulties they 

faced in order to have their works published; but it serves to illustrate how through 

anonymity—that is, passing as men—women found their way to gain access to the public 

domain of writing and publishing. Masculine gender traits are appropriated in order to gain 

access to the masculine authoritative discourse. As Fernald’s (2005) work suggests, without 
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that initial stage of anonymity for a woman writer, her works might have never been publicly 

acclaimed afterwards. Similarly, Woolf’s characters in Orlando are introduced to the reader 

creating certain gender expectations about them and, in the course of the story, a different 

identity is revealed. Furthermore, the fantasy book itself crossed and transgressed the barriers 

of, not gender, but genre. The subtitle, A biography, makes it possible to infiltrate the genre 

of realism; however, the truth is later disclosed—through fiction. As Woolf defends later in 

her long essay, “[f]iction here is likely to contain more truth than fact” (2). 

 

5. Conclusion 

 

In this chapter I have demonstrated that, in connection to the previous one, not only was 

Virginia Woolf concerned about the configurations of the family and the home, but also about 

how the social changes of the new century allowed the new society of intellectuals to distance 

themselves from Victorian conventions and conceive different family structures, new ways 

of understanding marriage, sexuality and gender identity, and denounce the limitations of 

individuality and freedom—and, in this regard, women were most affected. Orlando 

constitutes a challenging novel in many aspects since not only did it call into question the 

genre of the book, but also social concerns such as the rigidity of gender and sexual 

normativity, and social norms that divide men and women into two separate realms: the 

public and the private. What is more, the novel, as well as other Woolf’s works, penetrates 

into the political atmosphere. As Helen Dunmore (2016) points out, 

 

Orlando’s story ends in 1928. In July of that year, the Representation of the People (Equal 

Franchise) Act 1928 was given the Royal Assent. Men and women over the age of twenty-
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one now had the vote on equal terms, for the first time in British history. Orlando has lived 

into an era when gender no longer defines the right to participate in a democracy. (xviii) 

 

Virginia Woolf reconstructs in the novel, with the use of fiction and from a feminist point of 

view, the history of Vita Sackville-West’s ancestors translating such matters of gender 

identity and sexuality—besides the limitations women writers had experienced in the course 

of history—into a fictional novel that parallels at some point a philosophical essay or political 

pamphlet. Woolf protests against censorship and the print marketplace within the literary 

scenario of the Modernist period. Woolf reinvents history and grants female Orlando the right 

to own her estate and properties in the nineteenth century, when single women were not 

allowed to keep them, and returns her friend Vita in this story the family house she had been 

denied. Woolf represents gender and sexuality through her characters as arbitrary categories, 

and invites her readers to confront social norms. Woolf also invites her audience to challenge 

the separate sphere ideology. 

 Nonetheless, Woolf’s intention is not to vindicate that women should escape from the 

private sphere and reject such matters of marriage and motherhood, but to denounce the 

limitations women experienced within the home and to grant freedom to occupy the public 

domain. As Jessica Berman (2012) underlines, Woolf’s work not only depended on her time 

spent in privacy, but on her social life and involvement in political affairs; however, those 

public matters eventually infiltrate Woolf’s work concerned with the private life of her 

characters or her thoughts about the private realm in her essays, “build inexorably from the 

ethical and political spaces of private life and the challenge they pose to received notions of 

identity, gender, and sexuality” (461). Similarly, Snaith (2001) suggests that A Room of One’s 

Own—where Woolf discusses such notions of the necessary private space for women to 
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write—“is a liberating private space, an active choice, and importantly, it is from the room 

that the woman will gain access to the public sphere through writing (2-3). As I have 

discussed in this section, in Orlando, the barrier between the public and the private becomes 

blurry, penetrable; as the one that divides sexes and sexuality, or the one that separates reality 

and fiction. Virginia Woolf allows the reader to alternate between both realms demanding at 

the same time from her audience, not only a democracy in terms of politics, but a democracy 

within the home. 

 Regarding the inversion of the gender norms, as I have suggested earlier, Virginia 

Woolf actually complies with many of the conventions of the period and does not overthrow 

the gender binary completely. Her character, Orlando, eventually embraces marriage and 

motherhood, which actually become necessary elements for her literary genius to thrive and 

for her work to gain public acclaim. Similarly, Woolf herself was concerned about marriage 

and motherhood during her early adulthood, and fell deeply in love with Leonard, whom she 

married quite happily. However, Woolf does actually confront this gender binary and offers 

an alternative discourse in which the sexes can complement each other instead of being based 

on opposites; she overthrows compulsory heterosexuality and gender conformity instead. In 

this respect, she constructs a dialogue with which she advocates the fluidity or arbitrariness 

of gender identity and sexuality, opening the way to less rigid conceptions of masculinity and 

femininity, or to same-sex desire. In addition, she vindicates these issues as a public concern; 

she reveals them in public. As Berman (2012) puts it, “Woolf ’s attention to the intricate 

significance of human relationships presents a model of ethics that is built upon intimacy 

rather than radical alterity, and that ultimately changes the way we view the politics of the 

public sphere” (467). Virginia Woolf’s Orlando builds a modern discourse around the idea 

of gender as a social construct, and renders a public voice to those gender non-conforming 



210 

 

identities and sexualities, and at the same time she renders a public voice to those women 

erased from the discourse of history and the literary realm. To add a final remark, I would 

like to underline once again that, although disguised in fantasy, Virginia Woolf’s Orlando 

confronts the censor of the period; not only the literary, but the sociocultural as well. What 

is more, a book written by a woman in a private room of one’s own has reached the public 

domain becoming a best seller and constituting a turning point in Virginia Woolf’s literary 

career as an acclaimed writer of the 1920s and 1930s that will survive within the history of 

literature and feminism. 
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SECTION III 

GENDER AND SEXUALITY 
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Chapter 5 

 

ORLANDO AS A MODERN TEXT6 

 

1. Introduction 

 

But Orlando’s story ends in 1928. In July of that year, the Representation of the People (Equal 

Franchise) Act 1928 was given the Royal Assent. Men and women over the age of twenty-

one now had the vote on equal terms, for the first time in British history. Orlando has lives 

into an era when gender no longer defines the right to participate in a democracy. 1928 is not 

so far away from us: it is a mere blink of an eye. Like Orlando himself—like Orlando 

herself—we are still trying to grasp what gender means. (Dunmore 2016, xviii) 

 

 
6 What is “modern”? I would like to connect Virginia Woolf’s modernity to the context of literary modernism 

as the new twentieth century required observer artists to navigate through the new configuration of the urban 

and, formally, the new forms demanded for this purpose. Charles Baudelaire becomes one of the first writers 

who defines modernity and the modern artist in this sense. In “The Painter of Modern Life”—originally 

published in 1863—he envisioned in the mid-late nineteenth century what the modern artist would be like. In 

this sense, the French author responds to the artistic urge to define what modernity means. According to 

Baudelaire (1964), the perfect flaneur, “the passionate spectator,” rejoices “in the heart of multitude, amid the 

ebb and flow of movement … to be at the centre of the world, and yet to remain hidden from the world” (9). 

Similarly, Woolf explores in her novels the fragmentation of her characters and their isolation; at the same time, 

they enjoy themselves in the crowded streets of the city and in the continuous hustle and bustle of modern life. 

Their inner thoughts—pondering the meaning of their existence—struggle with the urge to keep living in the 

new social order and the new urban space, which pushes its citizens to keep on moving. In Orlando, the British 

writer explores the limits of national identity and gender norms, and even transgresses these national boundaries 

to illustrate an alternative reality in which these forces do not exercise any control; however, the protagonist 

attempts to reinsert these transgressions back into England, and makes her way throughout the Victorian period 

and fighting against its forces until the year 1928, in which women became rightful citizens. As Marshall 

Berman (1988) points out in his preface to All That Is Solid Melts into Air, “[t]o be modern is to live a life of 

paradox and contradiction. It is to be overpowered by the immense bureaucratic organizations that have the 

power to control and often to destroy all communities, values, lives; and yet to be undeterred in our 

determination to face these forces, to fight to change the world and make it our own” (13). The new modernity 

or modernism also required a new reconfiguration of the form, in which the point of view of the new fiction 

responded to the artist’s demands. As Woolf points out in “Modern Fiction,” “[i]t is not the task of the novelist 

to convey this varying, this unknown and uncircumscribed spirit, whatever aberration or complexity it may 

display, … we are suggesting that the proper stuff of fiction is a little other than custom would have us to 

believe” (154). For this reason, Virginia Woolf, her fiction and Orlando belong to the modernist tradition. 
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In the previous chapter I have explored Virginia Woolf’s strategies to reach her public, and 

to introduce her views on gender and sexuality into the public sphere. In the fantasy novel, 

through the mechanisms of fiction, she suggests homosexual romance—more specifically, 

lesbianism—; cross-dressing, changes of sex and even the possibility of reading these 

features as trans identities; and the breaking of gender stereotypes. In addition, I have pointed 

out that Virginia Woolf’s Orlando implies not only her consolidation in the literary scene 

and her recognition in the history of literature as a woman writer; but also the fact that the 

popularity that Orlando earned meant public recognition and acceptance with regard to 

gender variance, and exceptional sexual or gender characteristics.  

In this chapter, in contrast, as the quote above suggests, I would like to put the focus 

on how Woolf’s novel serves as an example to illustrate notions on gender within the 

contemporary debate on gender theory, feminist and LGBTQ+ studies. Woolf illustrates in 

her novel through her characters, and a set of events and love affairs, how the patriarchal 

rules exercise power and control. Here I will discuss how the sexological discourse of late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century constructed a narrative of gender and sexual 

“deviance” which gathered all gender non-conforming and homosexual people under the 

label “inversion.” In addition, I will explore how the literary imagination of same-sex desire 

intertwines with such notions of gender inversion and how, at the same time, Virginia Woolf 

exposes and reasserts the gender and sexual dictates predicated by notions of British national 

identity. On the other hand, it is also true that the British writer makes use of different 

narratives to suggest gender variance, and debunk the rigidity of gender roles and compulsory 

heterosexuality. For that purpose, I will explore the works by trans authors Julia Serano and 

Jack Halberstam in consonance with Woolf’s novel so as to illustrate all these notions on sex 

and gender from the point of view of individuals who do not fit within such norms. As Helen 
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Dunmore suggests in her introduction to Orlando, we are still trying to understand what the 

meaning of gender is. Trans people’s experiences, as Woolf’s novel demonstrates, will help 

us understand the patriarchal dynamics in a broader sense and eventually achieve gender 

equity. 

 

2. The androgyne and the invert: tracking female same-sex desire 

 

The history of lesbianism, transgenderism or transsexuality, sexual deviances from the norm 

or simply masculinity in women fell under the label “invert” in early twentieth century. The 

sexual discourse that approached homosexuality during those times focused mainly on men, 

rendering women’s same-sex desire to a silent place, or, if mentioned, it was based upon the 

discourse about male homosexuals. Moreover, the language of homosexuality identified not 

only with sexual preferences, but also with gender inversion. A gay man was considered to 

be feminine to some extent and lesbian women to identify with masculine characteristics. I 

would like to discuss here the representations of homosexuality and gender inversion of late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to shed some light on Virginia Woolf’s androgynous 

characters, especially the protagonist of her fantasy novel.  

In this section specifically, I will explore the figure of the androgyne, the invert and 

the lesbian so as to connect Woolf’s Orlando with its history and representations in literature. 

For this purpose, I will mainly discuss Deborah Cohler’s (2010) work, Citizen, Invert, Queer; 

Jack Halberstam’s (1998) Female Masculinity; and Martha Vicinus’s essays on lesbianism 

and androgynous women, as well as other relevant references to other works, such as 

Havelock Ellis’s (1915) Sexual Inversion, in order to create a brief, but a coherent 

background around female same-sex desire and androgyny—or masculinity—during 
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nineteenth and early twentieth centuries that places Virginia Woolf’s fantasy novel in the 

literary history of lesbianism and gender variance. My intention is not to elaborate a detailed 

study of the history of female homosexuality—in that regard, the works cited here offer a 

deeper analysis—, but to use these references to illustrate that the discourse of female same-

sex desire was embedded within the discourse of gender inversion and female androgyny. 

These examples will illustrate Woolf’s choices for the novel with regard to her gender non-

conforming characters, and the sex or gender inversions that occur throughout the narrative. 

 

2.1. Female homosexuality: gender inversion and cultural androgyny 

 

It is worth highlighting that the language of homosexuality or gender inversion has changed 

since early twentieth century until today; therefore, modern notions of gay or lesbian desire, 

as well as trans lives, differ to some extent from those of this earlier period. Jack Halberstam 

(1998) argues in Female Masculinity that theories on same-sex desire comprised in early 

twentieth century not only notions of gender inversion, but any “deviant” gender expression 

or sexual desire that questioned the idea of sexes or genders as opposites and the assumption 

that heterosexuality was the natural inclination. In other words, just as masculinity/maleness 

is the opposite of femininity/femaleness, homosexuality is constructed in terms of the 

opposite to heterosexuality: normal sexual inclination versus deviant sexual impulses. As 

Halberstam (1998) puts it, 

 

Inversion as a theory of homosexuality folded gender variance and sexual preference into one 

economical package and attempted to explain all deviant behavior in terms of a firm and 

almost intuitive belief in a binary system of sexual stratification in which the stability of the 
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terms ‘male’ and ‘female’ depended on the stability of the homosexual-heterosexual binary. 

(82) 

 

Therefore, as the author suggests, many categories actually constituted the term “invert,” 

which were those deviating from not only heterosexual desire but also the traditional notions 

of masculinity and femininity in men and women. Halberstam (1998) highlights that 

“‘lesbian’ constitutes a term for same-sex desire in the mid to late twentieth century … then 

‘lesbian’ cannot be the transhistorical label for all same-sex activity between women” (51). 

In addition, he adds a few pages later that “many nineteenth-century women whom we may 

feel we recognize as lesbian would have identified neither as lesbian nor even as sapphic” 

(54). Similarly, Halberstam (2018) highlights in Trans*: A Quick and Quirky Account of 

Gender Variability that the definition of homosexuality was constructed within “the narrative 

of gender inversion, by which a lesbian was considered a man trapped in a woman’s body 

and a gay man was thought to be a woman trapped in a man’s body”—a discourse, however, 

that eventually disappeared with regard to homosexuality, but became “the dominant 

expression of transsexual selfhood in the mid-twentieth century” (25).  

These notions regarding same-sex desire and gender inversion will shed some light 

on the way Virginia Woolf constructs lesbian or homoerotic desire in Orlando. The British 

writer does not use any of these terms in her narrative—as I have suggested earlier, she may 

do so to avoid censorship—; but, inspired by Vita Sackville-West, her lesbian love affairs 

with other women and Woolf herself, gender variance and fluid sexuality—intertwined with 

notions of national identity and Woolf’s aim to create a female literary history through 

fiction—play a significant role in her fantasy novel. Woolf’s protagonist, Orlando, is a 

feminine man who becomes a masculine woman who, at the same time, fights against and 
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transgresses the conventions of femininity of the Victorian period. Orlando is a heterosexual 

man, who happens to be courted by queen Elizabeth, who happens to feel attracted by 

masculine women and who becomes a lesbian woman whose sexual attraction eventually 

becomes fluid. However, as I will discuss in this chapter, patriarchal practices and studies of 

the period on sexology influenced greatly the way homosexuality and gender variance was 

perceived publicly. Even though Woolf deconstructs and transgresses these notions 

satisfactorily in Orlando, the novel, as Cohler (2010) suggests, actually “relies on the 

structure of the British Empire to inscribe transgressive female same-sex erotics” (184). For 

this reason, I would say that Woolf’s fantasy novel also serves to expose the patriarchal 

dictates, which, during this period, formulated a discourse on gender inversion, and shaped 

the way LGBTQ+ lives and identities have been regarded until today. 

Regarding lesbian desire, for instance, Deborah Cohler (2010) notes in Citizen, 

Invert, Queer that female gender inversion was identified with lesbian identity in Britain by 

mid-twentieth century; however, during late nineteenth century, such notions of gender 

inversion among women did not specifically correspond to female homosexuality. On the 

contrary, “[w]omen’s gender nonconformity served a variety of representational ends, 

including political agitation, social transgression, and libertine and aesthetic 

experimentation” (xiv). As noted in previous chapters, suffrage movements used masculine 

or manly dynamics in order to attain their goals. Transgression of the boundaries between 

the private and public realms, that is, exceeding their duties as wives and mothers, implied at 

the same time the transgression of gender norms. As Cohler (2010) puts it, “[s]uffrage 

women, for example, were considered gender deviants in the first decades of the twentieth 

century because of their social, not anatomical or erotic, gender transgressions” (xv). 
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Similarly, Halberstam (1998) argues in Female Masculinity that masculine gender 

expressions provided women with access to the male sphere: 

 

Masculine women in the 1920s sought widely for political and social equality and for contexts 

in which their masculinity could flourish. They chose uniforms and homosocial 

environments, they chase occupations where they could drive cars and trucks and motorbikes, 

and they formed a formidable force of cross-identifying women who wore their gender and 

sexualities literally on their sleeves. (108) 

 

However, it is relevant to highlight that notions of same-sex desire in connection to the 

inversion of gender roles gained popularity due to the publications of sexologists of the 

period. As mentioned above, gender inversion comprised all deviant gender expressions and 

sexual impulses from the patriarchal conventions of the Victorian period and from the 

reproductive purpose of sexuality—in other words, heterosexuality. Cohler also argues that 

“the scarcity of language for female homosexuality” before the Great War; and, as a 

consequence, this lack of discourse “suggests the impossibility of a coherent public category 

of female homosexuality in England” prior to that period (73). However, the author also 

points out that by the interwar period, the “mannish lesbian” was only one representation 

among many of lesbian identity (xiv). In this sense, Virginia Woolf’s Orlando depicts female 

same-sex desire through a masculine female protagonist who happened to be a feminine man 

before her transformation, whose “sex changed far more frequently than those who have 

worn only one set of clothing can conceive” (155) and who “enjoyed the love of both sexes 

equally” (156) at some point in the narrative. Cohler (2010) also suggests that the notion of 

“inversion” was widely spread during late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries due to the 



219 

 

popularity of sexologists, who used it to describe features that have been culturally assigned 

to one sex and appear in the “opposite” sex (xiv). On the other hand, it is also worth 

highlighting, as Halberstam (1998) argues, that “the question of what causes homosexuality 

was a question asked by doctors, not inverts” (82). For this reason, in this chapter I will 

analyse how these theories influenced and intertwined with notions of gender dynamics and 

sexuality, as well as with national identity. In this sense, imperialistic British culture from 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries is constructed in terms of patriarchal practices, 

and normative gender and sexual norms.  

Havelock Ellis’s work on sexual inversion, originally published in 1897, has been 

broadly discussed by many scholars, academics and feminists with regard to homosexuality, 

transgenderism, and the inversion of the masculine and feminine traditional roles. Cohler 

(2010)7 explains that the co-authored work with John Addington Symonds, a homosexual 

scholar who died prior to the publication of the book, “was a response to the 1885 Labouchère 

Amendment [used to prosecute male homosexuals who exercised sexual intercourse] and the 

changing perceptions of homosexuality in Britain in the 1890s,” and both authors were “in 

favour of a model of homosexuality compatible with ideas of British citizenship” (4). Even 

though their intention is to study the context of sexual inversion around the end of the century 

and decriminalise homosexual relationships, according to Cohler (2010), the use of the term 

“lower human races” is the basis of a modernist primitivism that universalises and 

marginalises “sexual behaviours beyond the norm of late Victorian ideologies of bourgeois 

domesticity” (5). In this sense, as Ellis (1915) notes in the chapter dedicated to sexual 

 
7 See Cohler’s (2010) chapters “Imperialist Classifications: Sexology, Decadence, and New Women in the 

1980s” and “‘A More Splendid Citizenship’: Prewar Feminism, Eugenics, and Sex Radicals” for a more detailed 

account about studies on female homosexuality and the popular representation of women homosexuals in late 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
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inversion in women, “it has been found, under certain conditions, to abound among women 

in colleges and convents and prisons, as well as under the ordinary conditions of society” 

(195). The author suggests that homosexuality in women is due, in part, to the lack of male 

sexual partners—as it is the case of colleges, convents and prisons—, and points out that this 

behaviour is distanced from elitist and aristocratic social classes. Once again, as Woolf also 

highlights in Orlando, conventions regarding gender roles and normative sexuality are 

intertwined with notions of aristocratic behaviour and national identity, which establishes at 

the same time a discourse around respectability. As I have mentioned in previous sections 

and I will point out later again, women’s femininity was constructed either in terms of the 

pure and chaste Angel in the House—whose sexuality implies reproductive purposes—or the 

debased role of public women, in other words, nymphomaniac prostitutes. Orlando’s 

encounters with female prostitutes in the fourth chapter suggests that lesbian desire is 

commonly associated with those deviant sexual impulses of the lower classes. 

Notions of gender inversion, that is, masculinity among lesbian women, are also 

essential in Ellis’s (1915) work. As he points out,  

 

Inverted women, who may retain their feminine emotionality combined with some degree of 

infantile impulsiveness and masculine energy, present a favorable soil for the seeds of 

passional crime, under those conditions of jealousy and allied emotions which must so often 

enter into the invert’s life. (201) 

 

Ellis (1915) uses an example a recent crime in the United States from 1892: “In this case a 

congenital sexual invert, Alice Mitchell, planned a marriage with Freda Ward, taking a male 
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name and costume.” In addition, the author points out that “[s]he herself was considered 

unbalanced, and was masculine in her habits from her earliest years. Her face was obviously 

unsymmetrical and she had an appearance of youthfulness below her age” (201). As this 

example demonstrates, the discourse on homosexuality in Ellis’s work is constructed in terms 

of primitive, abnormal, infantile or undeveloped sexual impulses in contrast to heterosexual 

desire. Furthermore, the author also constructs his narrative of female inversion around 

examples among “primitive” civilisations—such as “American Indians” or Ancient 

Greece—in contrast to civilised and aristocratic notions of British civilisation. As Cohler 

(2010) argues, Ellis’s work “relied on distinctions between Occident and Orient to build their 

arguments against homosexuality as a decadent phenomenon, in favour of a model of 

homosexuality compatible with ideals of British citizenship” (4). She also adds that the 

volume uses different “accounts of sexual deviance from nineteenth-century anthropology 

and travel literature as evidence of a universally existent sexual deviance” (5).8 This contrast 

between the civilised English nation with its punitive gender dynamics and sexual norms, 

and the “savage” or “primitive” lands of the east, where non-conforming gender expressions 

and fluid sexuality can be found, is also present in the construction of same-sex desire and 

gender variance in Woolf’s Orlando.  

Deborah Cohler (2010) also analyses several examples extracted from the journals 

Freewoman and New Freewoman, newspapers on women’s and feminist issues as well as 

male homosexuality during the early nineteen-teens. In this regard, she alludes to an article 

 
8 See Havelock Ellis’s (1915) section “Sexual Inversion in Women” for more detailed accounts of female 

homosexuals, and studies on female homosexuality and female gender inversion. As Cohler (2010) points out, 

Ellis relies on different studies, and examples from literature and anthropology to elaborate a universal theory 

on sexual deviance. Other chapters in the volume contain further theorisation, such as the origin and analysis 

of homosexual attraction. However, as I have suggested in this section, even though Ellis’s intention is to 

decriminalise homosexuality, his claims revolve around the idea that homosexual impulses constitute 

abnormalities or underdevelopment with regard to heterosexual desire and the notion of sexes as opposites. 
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from the October 1st, 1913 issue of the New Freewoman by E. B. Lloyd, titled “Intermediate 

Sexual Types.” Here the author criticises the exhibit of “intermediate human sexual types” 

organised by Dr. Magnus Hirschfeld at the International Medical Congress in London, and 

emphasises “the injustice and brutality of our social and legal persecution of people of this 

type” in those times. He compares the English society to that of the Greeks—at the time of 

Pericles—and highlights that “the average Greek citizen of that period was vastly superior in 

intellectual, and probably also in physical capacity, to the average modern Englishman,” 

stating the cause of this superiority as “the ordinary relations of the sexes” (155). In contrast 

to Ellis’s work, Lloyd seems to support sexual freedom during those primitive forms of 

civilisation. However, although the critique towards the discrimination against deviant 

people by the medical discourse is evident in this article, Cohler (2010) highlights that 

“sexual and gender deviance are bound together in the piece.” Consequently, she adds, the 

definition of these people as intermediate sexual types “is wrapped around the language of 

gender inversion.” It is also interesting to point out, Cohler (2010) continues, that for Lloyd 

gender inversion not only implies sexual inversion, but sexual inversion also connects to 

notions of “gender equity or androgyny” (98).  Lloyd (1913) suggests in his article that there 

was, in general, an increasing tendency of androgyny in the British culture: “the general 

stream of tendency is undoubtedly making for a very considerable blending of the so-called 

purely ‘masculine’ and purely ‘feminine’ intellect in the same person” (155-156). This idea 

reminds us of Virginia Woolf’s definition of the androgynous mind in A Room of One’s Own: 

 

The normal and comfortable state of being is that when the two live in harmony together, 

spiritually co-operating. If one is a man, still the woman part of his brain must have effect; 
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and a woman also must have intercourse with the man in her. Coleridge perhaps meant this 

when he said that a great mind is androgynous. (85-85)  

 

In this sense, Lloyd (1913) argues that this increasing cultural and intellectual androgyny 

contributed to a better understanding between men and women, resulting in “equality in the 

relations between the sexes” (156). These notions seem to parallel those of Woolf in the 

essay; however, as Cohler (2010) argues, Lloyd’s intention, as well as other representations 

of female homosexuality demonstrated, is to equate “male homosexual liberation with 

women’s gender equality.” Consequently, “female homosexuality is not a representational 

category in the pages of the New Freewoman”; female “sexual inverts” were either described 

in terms of the representation of male homosexuality or “under the general rubric of 

‘women’” (99-100). In this sense, Halberstam (1998) claims similarly that “the 

psychoanalytic system is ultimately hostile to truly enriched understandings of female 

masculinity” since female gender expression and sexuality are considered to be “derivative 

of male identity” (77). As these authors suggest, sexologists of the period reinforced the 

popular opinion that female gender and sexual inversion originate from male gender 

expression and, in the case of homosexuality, male same-sex desire; in other words, female 

masculinity and female same-sex attraction are ungenuine in comparison to their masculine 

counterparts. It is worth noting that even the discourse of female sexual and gender 

“deviance” or “inversion” is constructed in terms of unoriginality in contrast to male 

“deviance”; which suggests that femininity and femaleness, as I will discuss later, are 

rendered an inferior position when compared to masculinity and maleness. However, 

following Halberstam’s (1998) claims above, masculinity in women is, in addition, inferior 

in contrast to male masculinity; consequently, these assumptions reinforce the sexist idea that 
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male masculinity is “authentic”—and, therefore, rightful to hold power—compared to 

feminine traits, and other more fluid gender expressions or characteristics.  

 

2.2. Early accounts of androgynous or masculine women: is it lesbian desire? 

 

Regarding the figure of the androgyne or inversion among women, Martha Vicinus’s work 

is also of great interest. Trying to reconstruct an early history of lesbianism, Vicinus (1992) 

investigates several examples in our history of women with these characteristics in her essay 

“‘They Wonder to Which Sex I Belong’: The Historical Roots of the Modern Lesbian 

Identity.” For instance, she opens the discussion mentioning French artist Rosa Bonheur 

(1822-1899), and emphasises her androgynous physical appearance and her relationship with 

another woman. Nonetheless, Vicinus ponders over the debate on lesbianism and gender 

identity when seeking life examples during this period: was Bonheur a lesbian? Did she 

consider a lesbian herself? In this essay the writer will try to shed some light on a question 

that was and is still nowadays controversial among the different opinions about homosexual 

desire and gender identity: “The history of lesbianism also demonstrates a continual jostling 

of two competing perspectives on the origins of homosexual feeling. Is it a product of social 

conditions or of one's innate propensity?” (469). 

The analysis of the public and the private interconnects the previous discussion by 

Deborah Cohler’s (2010) and Vicinus’s (1992) work. The latter argues that “[a]ll societies 

that I [Vicinus] know of have denied, controlled, or muted the public expression of active 

female sexuality. We must first decode female sexual desire, and then within it, find same-

sex desire” (469). Once again this illustrates that homosexual desire among women during 

Victorian and early-twentieth-century periods did not exist in the public eye, and any 
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instances regarding any homosexual or homosocial relationship in women was analysed 

through a male homosexual perspective. This is what Cohler (2010) suggests, as I mentioned 

earlier, in her work. The writer claims that during the beginning of the twentieth century the 

discussion about women’s sexuality and feminism was intertwined with a racial discourse. 

Consequently, early debates on female homosexuality were also embedded in the discourse 

of “nationalist and racist conceptions of bodies, desire and sexuality” (75). Cohler (2010) 

also remarks here that, in the radical feminist journals The Freewoman and the subsequent 

The New Freewoman, the “narrative of female homosexuality independent from one on male 

homosexuality” was absent (80). Again, a few pages later, when commenting about an article 

in The Freewoman by Harry J. Birnstingl titled “Uranians”—which discussed male 

homosexuality—the author alludes to this idea: “Lesbianism in this narrative is visible only 

through a male homosexuality and is prompted by a homosocial feminist community” (89). 

Returning to Vicinus’s (1992) account of lesbian historiography, she mentions the 

following idea: “When we can’t even claim a specific sexual expression as a key to our past, 

we must accept a fragmentary and confusing history” (470). In this essay, the writer explores 

the different configurations of invert women since seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 

around the figure of a mannish woman or androgyne, and considers the theatrical possibilities 

of these decisions. For example, she says that “the most common figure of female deviance 

was the transvestite” in early modern Europe; that is, women who passed as men through 

their fashion. However, she mentions later that these tracks cannot actually ascertain female 

homosexuality or gender inversion over economic necessity (Vicinus 1992, 473); and raises 

the question about other possibilities of these cross-dressers, such as same-sex marriage. In 

this sense, passing as a man for a woman would allow her to marry another woman.  
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Vicinus (1992) points out the difficulties of identifying early accounts of transvestites 

or mannish women as examples of lesbian identities, and I would add, as instances of a 

possible desire to become the other sex. The writer also discusses the existence of “free 

women” who had an erotic interest in other women, but at the same time engaged in sexual 

intercourse with men as prostitutes, courtesans or mistresses (475). She identifies this kind 

as lesbian desire, but can we actually label it as lesbian when she insists on the fragmentary 

and contradictory history of lesbianism? Vicinus (1992), however, exposes different accounts 

of love and sex relationships among women that would prove the existence of lesbian desire 

as we know it today. Another example is the case of Mary East, who was commonly known 

as James How and opened in the 1730s a public house with her woman lover. Even though 

marriage between women was legally punished, Vicinus (1992) says that the case of James 

How was an exception and even managed to make the magistrates imprison a blackmailer of 

the couple (477). The writer mentions several other instances of women who passed as men 

or dressed as such during this period.  

Vicinus’s (1992) discussion also explores nineteenth and twentieth centuries. She 

remarks that during these periods same-sex relationships among women trespassed social 

barriers: 

 

Now women who were not necessarily prostitutes or well-connected could—at the price 

respectability—choose to live a sexually free life. In addition, middle-class working women 

began to wear masculine (or practical) clothing. The active, mannish woman from the classes 

can be found throughout Europe and America 1820s. Most insisted upon their sexual 

respectability asserted their right to enter such predominantly male arenas as medicine, 

literature, art, and travel. (479-480) 
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This example reveals a fusion of two different categories which were merged into one when 

speaking about inversion: sexuality and civil rights. Being sexually free so as to choose a 

partner also meant being emancipated to appropriate other male dominated spheres. The 

writer recognises the nineteenth-century cross-dressed masculine woman as the masculine 

lesbian, although she does not risk to claim these relationships as the nowadays butch/femme 

couples (480). In this section, Vicinus (1992) mentions the writer Radclyffe Hall—who was 

very mannish in appearance and even suppressed her name Marguerite—or Colonel Baker, 

who passed as a man for many years and married a woman before being arrested.  

As Vicinus (1992) evinces in her text, these early accounts demonstrate the existence 

of these gender non-conforming women and, at the same time, the impossibility to identify 

them with the modern terms of the mid and late twentieth century. Jack Halberstam (1998) 

warns about the problem of using the umbrella term “lesbian” to identify all these earlier 

forms of inversion and suggests that, for instance, “histories that homogenize these multiple 

experiences of gender variance under the heading of ‘lesbian history’ risk erasing 

preidentitarian forms of female masculinity and make it harder to make sense of modern 

masculinity” (112). He also points out earlier in his work that this term, “lesbian,” refers to 

“same-sex desire produced in the mid to late twentieth century within the highly politicized 

context of the rise of feminism.” He adds that the concept of “lesbian” “cannot be the 

transhistorical label for all same-sex desire activity between women” (51). Vicinus’s (1992) 

real life examples illustrate that we cannot deny the history of lesbianism and sexual freedom 

among women tracing back to early periods in history.  

Nonetheless, as I suggested before, sexuality, homosexuality, transgenderism and 

transsexuality merged into one broad category. Would any of these women identify today as 
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butch lesbians, as trans, or simply as masculine women? As Halberstam (1998) suggests, 

“many nineteenth-century women whom we may feel we recognize as lesbian would have 

identified neither as lesbian nor even as sapphic, or whatever the popular term of the day may 

have been for same-sex desire” (54). In addition, the author highlights that, as I have already 

mentioned earlier, homosexuality and transsexuality had a common history until the 1940s, 

“when surgery and hormonal treatments became available to, and demanded by, some cross-

identifying subjects” (85). However, he also points out that, when speaking about these 

earlier accounts of masculine women or “sexual inverts,” we must conclude that not all of 

them would have been interested in a sex change, but expected “sexual tolerance for 

masculine women” (87). In this sense, Halberstam (1998) also alludes to Radclyffe Hall. The 

author argues that “aristocratic inverts” were have to take masculine names and wear 

masculine clothing “without completely letting go of their claim to femaleness” (88). 

According to Halberstam (1998), “Hall’s freedom to express her gender deviance was 

afforded by her class standing, and any change in social hierarchy could easily remove the 

leverage and mobility on which she utterly depended” (94). In a similar way to Hall’s 

protagonist in The Well of Loneliness, a mannish lesbian, Orlando expresses her masculinity 

and cross-dresses in several occasions, some of them to seek the company of other women: 

 

When all was ready, out she came, prepared – but here Orlando could stand it no longer. In 

the strangest torment of anger, merriment and pity she flung off all disguise and admitted 

herself a woman. 

At this, Nell burst into such a roar of laughter as might have been heard across the way. 

“Well, my dear,” she said, when she had somewhat recovered, “I’m by no means sorry to 

hear it. For the plain Dunstable of the matter is” (and it was remarkable how soon, on 
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discovering that they were of the same sex, her manner changed and she dropped her 

plaintive, appealing ways), “the plain Dunstable of the matter is, that I’m not in the mood for 

the society of the other sex to-night. Indeed, I’m in the devil of a fix.” (153-154) 

 

However, as I will discuss later, she does not let her femininity go completely: “for her sex 

changed far more frequently than those who have worn only one set of clothing can conceive; 

… the pleasures of life were increased and its experiences multiplied” (155). Virginia Woolf 

illustrates a character whose social status, as Halberstam (1998) suggests, permits her gender 

variance; but, most importantly, even though she does not let her masculinity go after the 

change of sex, Orlando embraces her femininity equally. At the same time, Virginia Woolf 

evinces in her novel the historical accounts of masculine women and cross-dressers, not only 

in the history of literature but, as Vicinus (1992) or Halberstam (1998) argue, in real life. 

 With regard to Halberstam’s (1998) historiography of female masculinity and lesbian 

desire, it is worth highlighting that he alludes to Vicinus’s (1992) text. The author suggests 

that “women who cross-dressed and took wives [the ones Vicinus mentions in her essay] had 

fully satisfying sexual relationships with these wives, and there is little or nothing to be 

gained from insisting that these relations were probably not sexual” (55). Halberstam (1998) 

also adds later that, 

 

In response to Vicinus’s provocative question about whether it really matters if we know 

what women did together sexually, I think that it does indeed matter, if only because 

lesbianism has conventionally come to be associated with the asexual, the hidden, the 

‘apparitional,’ and the invisible. (56)  
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In this context, Halberstam (1998) argues that, when speaking about androgyny, it rarely 

represents “total ambiguity.” For this reason, he suggests that “when a woman is mistaken 

consistently for a man, I think it is safe to say that what marks her gender presentation is not 

androgyny but masculinity” (57). Virginia Woolf makes clear in A Room of One’s Own that 

she advocates the blending of the masculine and the feminine intellects, which she calls 

“androgynous mind.” However, following Halberstam’s (1998) claims, I would say it is fair 

to speak about Woolf’s characters in Orlando in terms of feminine men, such as the 

Archduke—after the revelation of his identity as a man—and Shelmerdine; and masculine 

women, such as the protagonist herself. 

With regard to this notion of female masculinity in the history of lesbianism, and to 

conclude this section, I would also like to point out briefly the case of intersex9 person 

Herculine Barbin10, being during those times referred as a “hermaphrodite.” This story also 

serves to illustrate—even though intersexuality is a different condition in relation to 

homosexuality or gender expression—that the sexological and medical discourse of the late 

Victorian period revolved around the assumption that there were only two “natural” sexes: 

male and female—and one “normal” sexual inclination: heterosexuality. In this regard, 

Herculine Barbin’s account, an intersex person who was forced to identify and live with the 

sex assigned by doctors after she discovered that she was a “hermaphrodite,” demonstrates 

that all these notions about homosexuality and gender inversion were more punitive with 

regard to people who expressed characteristics of both sexes.  

 
9 See Hilary Malatino’s (2019) Queer Embodiment for a more detailed study about intersexuality. 
10 See Michel Foucault’s (1980) recompilation of Herculine Barbin’s memoirs in Herculine Barbin: Being the 

Recently Discovered Memoirs of a Nineteenth-century French Hermaphrodite for further details. See also 

Judith Butler’s (2007) Gender Trouble for a detailed analysis of Foucault’s introduction to the memoirs. 
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As Hilary Malatino (2019) argues, Alexina Herculine Barbin was born in 1838 in 

France and was identified as female. In 1857, while working as an assistant teacher at a 

school for girls, Barbin began experiencing abdominal pain. After an examination by a 

doctor, she was discovered to be intersexual; and, consequently, the doctor suggested that 

Barbin be forced to leave the school—which was meant to be an entirely female environment. 

In 1860, she confessed her situation to the Catholic bishop of the area, who recommended 

having another examination. Malatino (2019) adds that “[t]his medical examination heralded 

a decisive verdict: Barbin was not a woman but a malformed man, replete with partially 

descended testicles in a divided (thus, labial-appearing) scrotum and supposedly possessed 

of the capacity to produce sperm.” The bishop suggested to Barbin living as a man, who 

moved to Paris to begin “his” new life, but eventually committed suicide in 1868 (37-38). 

Barbin’s story demonstrates that she led her early life as a woman due to the female sex 

assigned at birth since no masculine characteristics were evident at the time, but was forced 

to transition into a man when her physical sexual traits were identified as being more 

masculine than feminine. It is worth noting that this notion of one single sex—as in the 

impossibility of “naturally” possessing characteristics of both males and females, or 

masculine and feminine features at the same time—permeated all the medical discourse about 

gender and sexual “inverts.” In this context, Malatino (2019) highlights that the doctors’ 

diagnoses “forcibly shaped and constrained Herculine’s life,” which insisted on the notion 

that gender is binary; however, Barbin’s personal account demonstrates that she did not 

identify with such gender schemes, which simultaneously expose the limited scope of the 

hetero/homo binary with regard to sexuality (38).  

This reference to Herculine Barbin’s story deviate slightly from the issue I have 

discussed in this section—female masculinity with regard to lesbian desire—; however, it 
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illustrates in a similar way, as I have suggested above, that gender variance or gender 

blending—which is what Virginia Woolf suggests in both Orlando and A Room of One’s 

Own—not only stand outside the sexist conventions predicated during that period, but are 

also medically and theoretically described in terms of the necessity of redirection to 

“correction.” In other words, male femininity or male androgyny are “unnatural” forms of 

maleness, and female masculinity or female androgyny are “unnatural” forms of femaleness. 

 

2.3. Female androgyny and female masculinity as lesbian literary imagination 

 

Martha Vicinus (1999) argues in her essay “The Adolescent Boy: Fin-de-Siècle Femme 

Fatale?”  that lesbian writers during the fin de siècle borrowed the figure of the boy in their 

fiction from gay male culture so as to “reverse or rewrite the conventions of femininity,” and 

because “he could represent visually their sense of difference from other women” (85). This 

reminds us of Cohler’s (2010) analysis previously mentioned on female homosexuality 

during the early twentieth century, which concluded that debates on female same-sex desire 

were dependent upon male homosexual discourse. However, this character allowed many 

women writers to explore in their literary accounts their deviant-from-the-norm identities and 

desires. In this context, Vicinus (1999) comments that: 

 

Identifying oneself as a boy was not simply a matter of taking over male status and freedom. 

Rather, his liminal sexual position and appearance gave him the necessary combination of 

familiarity, ambiguity, and distance. For some lesbians the boy was a figure not of 

adventuresome sexual exploration, but rather of preternatural understanding and spiritual 

purity. … Alternatively, some lesbian writers embraced the figure of the boyish (never 
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girlish) androgyne as representative of their difference from other women. It did not carry the 

negative connotations of male effeminacy for women, but rather could signify their refusal 

of heterosexuality. (90) 

 

It is worth highlighting this allusion to same-sex desire as a political category too. During the 

times when a new medical discourse arises, and medicalises homosexuality as a deviant form 

of both gender and sexuality, these identities—even though from a male viewpoint and from 

the perspective of the disguise—seek recognition as equal members of the society. This idea 

connects once again to the fight against male privilege, and helps include a wider range of 

gender identities and sexual practices to the category of women. I would suggest that this is 

one of the tasks performed by Woolf’s Orlando in her biographical and fantasy novel. 

Vicinus (1999) alludes to the term “androgyne” in the essay, and offers different accounts of 

male homosexuals and androgynous boys who resemble the young Orlando. Moreover, she 

highlights the use of “nonrealistic genres” used by lesbian women writers. For Vicinus 

(1999), “[a] refashioned past, whether Greek or Renaissance—the most popular eras—

signaled both learning and an imaginative space where the lesbian imagination might 

flourish.” The author also alludes here to the use of exotic settings (91).  

As I will point out later, these “exotic settings”—in the sense of “uncivilised” or 

“primitive” in contrast to the British nation and Empire—constitute exactly what allows 

Woolf to create a powerful character that challenges and reasserts at the same time an unfair 

patriarchal social system in which many prohibitions and obligations still kept women, and 

gender or sexual non-conforming people captive. In this context, the Orient suggests in the 

narrative the category of otherness, which constitutes the space for lesbian and gender non-

conforming imagination; unlike the Occident, which represents the aristocratic values of 
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national identity within the frame of a patriarchal regime and gender-conforming norms. In 

Orlando, Turkey represents a primitive paradise in the sense of social binds and restrictions, 

a place which has not been corrupted by a male-driven society. However, the now female 

protagonist returns to the morally debased society of England to offer a political alternative 

and eventually finds recognition in the literary male-dominated world.  Furthermore, the past 

in Orlando plays a similar role. The historical and literary past in the novel constitute for 

Woolf the space for lesbian imagination and sexual experimentation in contrast to the 

Victorian period, which erases any possible sexual freedom with the increase of the separate 

sphere ideology and morality around the idea of femininity. On the other hand, as I will point 

out in the next sections, Virginia Woolf’s challenge of gender norms and normative sexuality 

also evinces that these challenges are dependent on the very system she is calling into 

question; and suggests at the same time that the meaning of gender needed, needs and will 

need a constant revision. 

Returning to the notion of lesbian imagination, as Woolf suggests in her diary when 

planning the novel, “Sapphism is to be suggested.” She also expresses her need “of an 

escapade after these serious poetic experimental books whose form is always so closely 

considered” (Diary 3, 131). These lines indicate the very idea that Vicinus (1999) exposes, 

and we can see a Virginia Woolf trying to create a world of fantasy where she would be able 

to “embody all those innumerable little ideas & tiny stories which flash into my [her] mind 

at all seasons” (Diary 3, 131). Woolf also writes in different diary entry what the novel would 

finally be: “a biography beginning in the year 1500 and continuing to the present day, called 

Orlando: Vita; only with a change about from one sex to another” (Diary 3, 161). Taking 

into consideration Vicinus’s (1999) discussion, I would say that Woolf’s novel uses similar 

resources to other female and lesbian writers. 
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Similarly, Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness constitutes a major reference of 

lesbian imagination, and the fact that the novel faced censorship in Britain might have led 

Woolf to suggest lesbian desire instead of depicting it explicitly. In this context, Halberstam 

(1998) suggests that the protagonist, Stephen, illustrates something beyond the concept 

“mannish lesbian.” According to the author, Stephen’s “sexual and gender identity” cannot 

be “fully contained by the term ‘lesbian,’ and hence we must examine the characteristics of 

inversion and take seriously Hall’s representation of female masculinity as part of an ongoing 

transformation of gender binarism” (97). Deborah Cohler’s (2010) analysis of the novel 

suggests Halberstam’s petition. She argues that Hall’s novel “ends with a plea for acceptance. 

If British culture would only accept Stephen as part of the masculine national body, then 

Stephen and Mary would be able to come ‘home’ to England.” Cohler (2010) adds that, 

“[b]ecause Stephen is a gender invert, she cannot be head of an English household, cannot 

provide for her feminine partner, and cannot return to the national family” (166). In a similar 

way, Halberstam (1998) argues that “the invert must constantly negotiate between her male 

spirit and her female body, her status as female and her masculine bearing” (100). 

Cohler (2010) also analyses lesbian imagination in Compton Mackenzie’s 

Extraordinary Women, published not long after Hall’s novel. The author argues that 

Mackenzie’s narrative, in contrast to Hall’s imagination of lesbianism—“the gentleman 

invert and feminine partner”—, makes clear that “in 1928 lesbian representation had not fully 

solidified in the British imagination, that multiple models of homoerotics were in in play, 

and that no one origin story of female homosexuality dominated this discourse” (167-168). 

Woolf’s Orlando, in the sense that sapphism “is to be suggested” but not openly referred to 

in the novel, makes clear that the imagination of lesbian desire does not focus on the 

masculine lesbian only. As I will discuss later, Virginia Woolf deconstructs models of 
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sexuality and gender in order to provide space for more fluid categories of one’s 

understanding of gender expression and sexuality, but we cannot deny that the characters’ 

androgyny or cross-dressing actually suggest notions of female masculinity and male 

femininity. On this basis, Orlando’s gender expression is not androgynous in the sense of 

gender-ambiguous, but masculine and/or feminine. I would say that, when speaking of gender 

androgyny, we should avoid the association of this idea with gender ambiguity as an unclear 

gender. Following Halberstam’s (1998) argument, the concept of gender ambiguity is 

conceived as deviant, as a “thirdness” (20); in other words, not genuinely masculine or 

genuinely feminine, not a man and not a woman, but something else. Instead, and as Woolf’s 

novel demonstrates, in my view, the androgynous mind or the idea of gender androgyny 

should stand for the notion of gender as a fluid category, in the sense that masculinity and 

femininity are not rigid but unstable inclinations and always valid forms of those gender 

expressions. In the context of Woolf’s inspiration to write the fantasy novel based on her 

lesbian friend, Vita Sackville-West, Julia Briggs (2005) highlights that same-sex 

relationships between women were indeed understood during these times “in terms of the 

masculine and feminine roles of heterosexual romance.” In that respect, the author also 

mentions, for instance, that Sackville-West used to wear trousers and enjoyed passing as a 

man in public (189). Here Briggs seems to suggest that Vita Sackville-West’s masculinity 

derives from the social influence exercised on homosexual behaviour understood as gender 

inversion and the emulation of the manly role within the relationship. In this respect, 

sexuality and gender were intrinsically linked to each other. However, Jack Halberstam 

(1998) also points out that we should be careful when describing female masculinity and 

speak instead about the multiplicity of masculinities; consequently, we should not regard 

male masculinity as genuine and female masculinity as its mirror. The author says that 
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“masculine women have played a large part in the construction of modern masculinity” (46) 

and suggests that masculinity in women “is a specific gender with its own cultural history 

rather than simply a derivative of male masculinity” (77).  

Returning to Cohler’s (2010) analysis, the author agrees that Hall’s and Mackenzie’s 

novels depict Britain as a space where “sexual perversion and sexual deviance” are not 

allowed (168). On the other hand, as the author suggests, Woolf’s Orlando, unlike these 

novels, “retains the suggestion of female same-sex erotic life in England at the novel’s 

conclusion” (184). In this regard, I would say that, after Orlando’s return to England as a 

woman, Woolf suggests in the novel that, even though the Angel in the House lures her to 

comply with the conventions of her sex, there is still a space for gender and sexual generation 

outside the boundaries of the norm. In conclusion, Vicinus’s (1999) and Cohler’s (2010) 

analysis of lesbian imagination in literature demonstrate that Woolf’s Orlando suggests that, 

along with other literary representations of female homosexuality, the British writer makes 

use of the traditional cross-dressing and gender inversion or gender variance, as well as 

representations of male or masculine characters that embody lesbian erotics. However, it is 

also worth highlighting that the reading public, as the reviews about the novel illustrate, did 

not perceive Woolf’s fantasy novel in terms of perversions. As Cohler (2010) argues, gender 

and sexual variance, if mentioned in the reviews, are referred to as a “formal experiment or 

dismissed as unimportant” (193). 
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3. Virginia Woolf’s androgynous mind: the fluidity of gender and sexuality versus 

compulsory heterosexuality and other forms of sexism  

 

I have pointed out in the previous section that sexual inversion and androgyny was regarded 

at Woolf’s times quite differently from today’s understanding of gay, lesbian, trans or any 

other identity within the LGBTQ+ community; however, we cannot deny that Virginia Woolf 

elaborated a discourse on gender, sexuality and same-sex desire that, along with other authors 

and texts, contributed to the elaboration of an extended debate on feminism, gender and 

sexism. In this section, I would like to discuss Virginia Woolf’s point of view about 

sex/gender and sexuality in Orlando with regard to the regulatory principles predicated by a 

patriarchal regime, supported at the same time by imperialistic and aristocratic values. 

Following Dunmore’s (2016) words stated earlier, “1928 is not so far away from us” (xviii). 

Consequently, Virginia Woolf’s fantasy novel illustrates premises and problematics that are 

still discussed nowadays.  

Traditional studies on Woolf and her views on women’s rights, gender and 

homosexuality have proved to shed some light on debates on gender and feminism that 

constituted the base for later gender and feminist studies. In both her novel and feminist 

essay, Woolf suggests that gender is socially constructed and a fluid category. Her 

relationship with Sackville-West shaped, as Julia Briggs (2005) highlights, Woolf’s vision 

of gender identity and sexuality: “Vita had changed Virginia’s awareness of her own desires, 

encouraging her to think differently about gender, its nature and meaning, and, in particular, 

its fluidity” (189). Orlando, which was about and for Vita, explores that sex implies certain 

behaviours—in other words, gender, although not mentioned as such in the novel—that are 

subjected to change within a social, cultural and historical context; however, this gender 
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system is, at the same time, constructed in terms of the superiority of men over women. The 

fantasy novel travels through time and reflects, through changes of fashion and behaviour, 

the evolution of masculinity and femininity, as well as women’s empowerment. However, I 

find it quite relevant to introduce current works on feminism and gender from the point of 

view of lesbian and trans authors within the discussion on Virginia Woolf’s views and novel 

Orlando. The British writer succeeded in elaborating a very modern discourse which proved 

to be ahead of her time and which has survived over the years with regard to the field of 

feminist studies but, most importantly, which seems to be in accordance with today’s views 

on sexism, sexuality and gender identity. As I see it, Woolf’s fantasy novel could also serve 

to contribute to today’s conversation and formal studies on LGBTQ+ identities and 

feminism. Orlando has become a modern text and I would like to point out here that it also 

has become, consequently, a major reference for this purpose.  

In this sense, Woolf explores same-sex desire with regard to a patriarchal regime that 

predicates that heterosexuality is compulsory—as well as conforming to gender norms—in 

order to sustain men’s power over women: the patriarchy. As noted in the previous section, 

the theoretical and formal discourse on sexuality during nineteenth and early twentieth 

century was constructed around the idea of sexual attraction between the different sexes. For 

this reason, homosexuality was described in terms of heterosexual attraction, which involves 

both masculine/male and feminine/female counterparts. Since independent codes to read 

homosexual desire were non-existent, gender inversion would eventually become the means, 

not only for sexologists, but for same-sex couples to read and understand their own 

homosexuality. Virginia Woolf’s Orlando depicts homosexual desire through androgynous 

or “inverted” individuals, changes of sex and cross-dressing, but, at the same time, these 

models of homosexuality are always exhibited to the reader in the form of heterosexual 
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romance. For this reason, I would like to point out that the regime of compulsory 

heterosexuality has shaped the understanding of same-sex desire to a great extent. On the 

other hand, this perception of compulsory heterosexual attraction is also based on the idea of 

sexes as “opposites” that mirror each other; that is, men possess the opposite characteristics 

to women. Consequently, not only is the patriarchy reinforced and sustained by compulsory 

heterosexuality, but also by, as Julia Serano names it, oppositional sexism. Here I would like 

to introduce these notions—which have constituted and still constitute at present significant 

concepts within the feminist discussion—into Virginia Woolf’s views through the fantasy 

novel. As I will detail later, Orlando’s transformation into a woman contributes to illustrate 

the rigidity of sex/gender stereotypes and also to highlight that this system is constructed in 

terms of opposite characteristics that reinforce the devaluation of women and femininity, and 

any other gender and sexual non-conforming practices.  

 

3.1. Compulsory heterosexuality, traditional marriage and oppositional gender dynamics 

 

As Judith Butler (2004) points out in Undoing Gender, according to the Freudian 

psychoanalytic theory on sexuality and gender identity—which is based on the Oedipal 

complex—, “[t]o become part of culture means to have passed through the gender-

differentiating mechanism of this taboo [homosexuality] and to accomplish both normative 

heterosexuality and discrete gender identity at once” (120). As I will detail later, studies on 

sexology and psychology since late nineteenth century have insisted on the idea that 

heterosexual attraction is the normal sexual inclination. According to these sexologists, 

same-sex desire as well as expressions of gender that deviate from the patriarchal standards 

of masculinity and femininity have been considered abnormal or unnatural; that is, deviances 
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from the norm. This issue has been discussed by later feminists as compulsory 

heterosexuality. In this respect, Monique Wittig’s “The Straight Mind”—and other 

subsequent essays—and Adrienne Richs’s “Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian 

Existence” became in 1980 major references for lesbian feminists, and pointed out the 

limitations and deficiencies of the previous psychoanalytic—and feminist—discourse that, 

as the titles suggest, described the social reality in terms of a heterosexual regime. Both 

authors criticised that heterosexuality was presumed as the natural or innate sexual 

orientation, and also the fact that female homosexuality was described in terms of the theories 

about male homosexuality. In a similar way, Julia Serano (2013) defines the term 

heterosexism, which would be analogous to that of compulsory heterosexuality. As she puts 

it, heterosexism is “the institutionalized belief that heterosexual attraction and relationships 

are considered valid and natural, whereas same-sex attraction and relationships are not.” In 

addition, the author claims that heterosexism is a form of oppositional sexism, which is, 

according to her, the notion that “certain attributes are viewed as natural, legitimate, and 

taken for granted in one sex, and unnatural, illegitimate, and questionable when expressed in 

the other” (114).  

Now I would like to put the focus on the aspect of compulsory heterosexuality or 

heterosexism with regard to its representation in Orlando, and leave the notion of 

oppositional sexism for later. In this sense, the way Virginia Woolf illustrates Orlando’s 

romances in the narrative demonstrates that the society during Woolf’s times was governed 

by the premise of compulsory heterosexuality. It is worth noting that, as I have mentioned in 

the previous chapter, the British writer uses certain strategies in the narrative—such as the 

androgynous characters and the sex changes—to mock the censor and suggest homoerotic 

desire. The novel was, as Jane Marcus (1987) points out, a “lesbian love letter” for Vita 
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Sackville-West; one novel about lesbianism that, unlike Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of 

Loneliness, “was not on trial for obscenity” (166). Similarly, Julia Briggs (2005) highlights 

the lesbian romances in the novel, and also suggests that “[t]his alternative vision of lesbian 

love would challenge and mock the marital and family values of Mrs Ramsay far more 

explicitly than Lily Briscoe’s art had done, and would give [Woolf] a standpoint from which 

to make fun of patriarchy” (190). As I will discuss later, homosexual attraction along with 

gender variance or fluidity will serve Woolf to call into question the heteronormative regime, 

and suggest that sexuality and sex characteristics—that is, gender—are fluid categories. As 

Hankins (1997) puts it, “heterosexuality operates as a cover letter, an outer envelope. … 

[T]he enveloping heterosexual text protects the lesbian note and allows it to be transmitted 

under the nose of the censor.” The author also suggests that lesbian love is hidden within “the 

packaging of compulsory heterosexuality” (187). However, even though homoerotic desire 

is implied, it is also true that the three major love affairs between Orlando and his/her lovers 

are described in terms of heterosexual romances. Despite Woolf’s hints of homosexual 

attraction, the limits of her critique towards the patriarchal discourse of sexuality are 

ultimately exposed: heterosexuality, even though destabilised, is in some way always 

restored. The androgynous characters are eventually revealed to be Orlando’s opposite sex, 

such as the case of Sasha, or the sex characteristics appear inverted, such as the romance with 

the Archduchess/Archduke and the romance with Shelmerdine. In this context, Orlando 

serves as an example to analyse how compulsory heterosexuality or heterosexism operate, 

and to understand the influence of the sexologists’ and psychologists’ since late nineteenth 

century that shaped the popular belief of homosexuality as a deviant sexual desire. Their 

influence and studies on sexology have had a great effect on the understanding of 

homosexuality and gender variance until today. 
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Woolf’s novel also demonstrates that the assumption of compulsory heterosexuality 

validates that genders or sexes are opposites; in other words, it validates the gender binary. 

It is worth highlighting that, not only is heterosexuality constructed in terms of the 

male/female binary; but, most importantly, in terms of the hetero/homo binary. 

Consequently, the notion of masculinity and femininity as opposite characteristics also relies 

on the system of opposites between heterosexual and homosexual attraction. It should also 

be noted that heterosexuality is constructed in terms of rigidity or inflexibility; and 

masculinity is conceived in a similar way. Both notions are, in addition, perceived as superior 

to their counterparts. While heterosexuality is associated with the natural or genuine sexual 

inclination; same-sex desire represents the unnatural, deviance, immorality and vice. As 

Halberstam (2012) underlines in Gaga Feminism, femininity in both men and women is 

characterised by “flexibility and fluidity”, while masculinity in both men and women is 

characterised “as fixed and rigid” (86). Similarly, the author mentions that men, straight and 

gay, are inclined “to respond in inflexible ways to erotic images of men and women (straight 

men want to see female bodies, gay men want to see male bodies).” As for women, both 

straight and gay, they respond in a more flexible manner to erotic desire (88). This suggests 

that the narrative of the system of opposites male/female and hetero/homo defines 

masculinity and heterosexuality in more narrow ways. Any gender expression that is not 

associated with the limited definition of masculinity, is regarded as feminine; that is, inferior. 

Any sexual, romantic or erotic behaviour that does not comply with that fixed definition of 

heterosexuality is regarded as homosexual; in other words, deviant. Furthermore, these 

notions regarding gender and same-sex attraction also give the false impression that there is 

no space in between; it is either one or the other. Consequently, theories on homosexuality—

constructed in discursive terms of “sexual inversion”—have also associated sexual non-
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conforming sexual practices to gender inversion during late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries.  

 With regard to the romantic affairs in the novel, I would like to describe how the 

notion of compulsory heterosexuality functions, and how Woolf’s hints of homoerotic desire 

eventually turn into heterosexual romance. In the previous chapter, I have highlighted how 

homosexual attraction or lesbianism can be read between the lines; how Woolf’s affection 

towards Vita Sackville-West is encoded in the narrative, and how Woolf dodges the censor. 

Here, on the contrary, I would like to put the focus on the censor itself; that is, how 

heterosexism exercises its power and punishes those who transgress the norm. In this context, 

Deborah Cohler (2010) notes that “Woolf both challenges and ultimately reinscribes a 

heterosexual British nation-sate as Orlando travels across time, space and gender.” In other 

words, the British writer “creates textual possibilities of gendered transformation,” but, 

despite the critique implied, they are at the same time dependent on the “cultural and 

nationalist productions” of the British Empire (175). As Cohler argues, Virginia Woolf 

deconstructs gender and sexual norms through her androgynous characters, changes of sex, 

cross-dressing and homoerotic desire; however, despite this calling into question of 

patriarchal conventions, they are eventually reasserted.  

 

In the first part of the novel, the narrative voice recounts Orlando’s first romance with a 

Russian princess. The protagonist’s initial attraction towards Sasha originates “whatever the 

name or sex” (22) of the androgynous figure he contemplates skating in the lake. However, 

as Cohler (2010) suggests, Orlando’s sexual attraction cannot be ascertained until the sex of 

the object of his desire is revealed: “Gender indeterminacy thwarts sexual desire in the 

moment when Orlando cannot discern Sasha’s sex, and thus does not know initially whether 
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or not he can approach her sexually” (177).  In this context, the narrative voice highlights 

Sasha’s masculine or ambiguous physical traits at first sight; but all the boyish features or 

androgynous appearance—possibly a man—by which the protagonist first feels attracted 

eventually merge and become feminine to appease the censor’s demands: “no boy ever had 

a mouth like that; no boy had those breasts” (22). Despite the hints of homosexual attraction, 

heteronormativity is restored: “She was a woman” (23). The inversion of gender roles—or, 

in this case, the sex of the characters—demonstrates the regulatory principles of 

heterosexuality; an explicit gay or lesbian romance in the novel might have faced trials for 

obscenity as Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness did the same year. Orlando’s 

relationship with Sasha in the novel is actually inspired by Vita Sackville-West’s lesbian 

relationship with Violet Trefusis; however, the reading of lesbian love disguised under the 

appearance of heterosexual romance also evinces that, despite Woolf’s efforts to confront 

gender and sexual norms in the narrative—which she does successfully—, she also suggests 

that England, which stands for the patriarchal regime, will not hesitate to retaliate when 

principles of gender and sexual norms, as well as of national identity—as Cohler’s text points 

out—, are threatened. In this context, I would like to highlight that, even though Virginia 

Woolf manages to destabilise the categories of heterosexuality and gender-conforming 

norms, patriarchal mechanisms are eventually reasserted in order to, in my view, demonstrate 

its presence and authority. Consequently, as indicated in the previous chapter, Woolf 

manages to encode her love for Vita Sackville-West in the novel under the appearance of 

normative sexuality; however, at the same time, the limits of her discourse are also evident 

due to cultural and national appreciations of normative sexuality and gender roles. 

With regard to Orlando’s romance with Sasha, Virginia Woolf introduces notions of 

national identity to subvert gender norms within this heterosexual romance. In this context, I 
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would like to point out Cohler’s (2010) analysis of Woolf’s fantasy novel. The author argues 

that, even though sexual attraction only becomes possible when Sasha’s womanhood is 

revealed, Woolf substitutes the opposites “male” and “female” for the characters’ 

nationalities. As Cohler (2010) argues, “desire is produced through national identity 

(English/Muscovite) rather than the more conventional gender difference 

(masculine/feminine).” Cohler (2010) continues her discussion and adds that the “crisis of 

language” produced by the different nationalities—Orlando and Sasha communicate in 

French instead of English within the court—is a substitute for the “crisis of gender 

indeterminacy” (177). According to Cohler’s views, this notion of national identity becomes 

crucial for Woolf in the novel to destabilise gender and sexual norms as the lands outside the 

English patriarchy constitute the spaces for gender and sexual freedom, and generation of 

new codes; the transgression of national identity stands for the transgression of gender and 

sexual dictates. For instance, the narrative voice recounts in the novel how Russia constitutes 

a space for gender transgression: “she was ashamed of the savage ways of her people, for he 

had heard that the women in Muscovy wear beards and the men are covered with fur from 

the waist down; that both sexes are smeared with tallow to keep the cold out” (29-30). 

However, as this examples demonstrates, and as Cohler (2010) also points out later with 

regard to the gypsy community, the narrative of the “savage” foreigner in contrast to the 

“civilised” English identity also suggests that gender ambiguity and sexual freedom of these 

lands outside England or western Europe constitute the space of primitivity; therefore, the 

discourse of national identity and patriarchal norms eventually prevails.  

As I will highlight later, homosexuality was considered by sexologists of late 

nineteenth and early twentieth century as a malfunction of sexual impulses. This language of 

“savage versus civilised” in the sense of gender and sexual transgression also suggests that 
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the English nation—that is, the patriarchy—exercises its power to regulate the “deviant”, 

“primitive” or “undeveloped” sexuality. Orlando’s desire towards Sasha is constructed 

outside the boundaries of English nationality; in other words, outside the boundaries of 

patriarchal principles. But, in the end, as Cohler (2010) argues, this romance is “ultimately 

shattered by the potential violence of empire and of national difference” (177). Sasha 

eventually betrays Orlando, who is supposed to renounce his position in court for her and 

flee the country; consequently, Orlando’s transgression is finally frustrated. As Cohler (2010) 

highlights, 

 

What is supposed to be a homoerotic escape from England becomes a reassertion of gendered 

and national boundaries. Woolf plays with transgressions of citizenship as well as gender in 

the Sasha section, yet at its conclusion, gendered and national norms reassert themselves over 

Orlando’s transgressive desires: Sasha is refeminized and naturalized by her sexual 

indiscretion with a large, Russian, “hairy sea brute” [33], and Orlando (briefly) returns to his 

proper national place—first at court, and then at his ancestral home. (178) 

 

On the other hand, this analysis also evinces that same-sex attraction, as I pointed out in the 

previous section, is constructed in terms of the inversion of gender roles. Homoerotic desire 

is corrected in the narrative taking into consideration the principles of heterosexual romance; 

as I see it, Sasha’s sex is revealed to rectify the protagonist’s initial homoerotic impulses. 

However, Orlando’s transgressive sexual attraction towards Sasha, which is translated into 

the language of national identity—English/civilised versus Muscovite/uncivilised—, is 

eventually thwarted. Although Virginia Woolf replaces the opposites of heterosexual 

romance male/female by another pair of opposites, Woolf’s depiction of heterosexual 
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attraction with regard to gender variance is equally punishable. The British writer exposes 

the authoritative dictates of the patriarchal regime: heterosexuality is constructed upon the 

basis that sexes are opposites, and, therefore, there is no place for gender “deviance” from 

the norm. 

 

These notions of gender inversion, which are actually supported by the idea that sexes or 

genders are opposites, connect with the premise of compulsory heterosexuality. Judith Butler 

(2004) suggests in Undoing Gender that, since “heterosexual desire is presumed, where 

presumably opposites attract,” homosexuality is understood as gender inversion: “the 

‘sexual’ part remains heterosexual, although inverted” (79). In this respect, as Esther 

Sánchez-Pardo (2003) points out, the discourse of gay men “trapped in a woman’s body” 

became popular due to the sexological theories of the 1860s. For instance, Havelock Ellis—

one of the authors she mentions—was “instrumental in creating a new discourse on male and 

female homosexuality” (205). As these authors suggests, the narrative of the sexologists and 

psychoanalysts of the nineteenth and twentieth century revolved around the assumption that 

heterosexual desire was a natural inclination. On the basis of such supposition, 

homosexuality has been described, even though definitions have changed over the decades, 

in terms of an abnormal and deviant sexual attraction from the norm, which is heterosexual 

desire. Therefore, homosexuality has also been constructed, according to these theories, with 

regard to the inversion of the natural disposition of heterosexual attraction. 

The romance between Orlando and Shel, whom she finally marries, is another 

example of how compulsory heterosexuality eventually corrects homosexual attraction in the 

novel, although gender inversion plays a relevant role here with regard to how Virginia Woolf 

constructs this heterosexual love affair. After Orlando’s change into a woman, she is 
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described by the narrative voice as feeling desire towards other women. Woolf openly 

suggests that Orlando is a lesbian woman, even though she is never referred as such in the 

novel. The censor would have to understand that this homosexual behaviour is justified in 

the narrative by the fact the protagonist is born male and straight; consequently, his/her sexual 

orientation remains unchanged. It is worth highlighting that these notions regarding 

Orlando’s unaltered sexuality after her becoming a woman also suggest the fractures and the 

frailty of the heteronormative regime. Woolf implies that sex/gender and sexuality are two 

separate categories; and, therefore, gender variance and more flexible expressions of 

gender—as in feminine men and masculine women—also enter the equation for her when 

speaking of heterosexuality, or sexuality altogether. As Cohler (2010) argues, “the 

heterosexual imperative is apparently destroyed” (179). However, near the end of the story, 

Orlando falls in love with a man. The gender dynamics of Victorian England and the cultural 

pressure to marriage exercise their power. It is true that Woolf elaborates this romance in 

terms of subversive forms of heterosexual desire; and, even though heterosexuality may seem 

totally restored here—a fact that may point to Sackville-West’s acceptance of conventional 

marriage despite her desire towards women—, Orlando is attracted by Shel’s womanly side. 

Her future husband, on the other hand, falls in love with Orlando’s manly side; for him 

Orlando is like a man: 

 

“Oh! Shel, don’t leave me!” she cried. “I’m passionately in love with you,” she said. No 

sooner had the words left her mouth than an awful suspicion rushed into both their minds 

simultaneously, 

“You’re a woman, Shel!” she cried. 

“You’re a man, Orlando!” he cried. (178) 
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Woolf may suggest that, as well as Orlando is a masculine lesbian woman, Shel is a feminine 

gay man—a fact that may also point to the relationship between Vita Sackville-West and her 

gay husband Harold Nicolson.  

On the other hand, the reading of this romance may also indicate otherwise: Orlando 

turns her attraction towards women/femininity into heterosexual desire towards a feminine 

man, and Shel eventually turns his attraction towards men/masculinity into desire towards 

Orlando’s masculinity. This example demonstrates quite a subversive vision of heterosexual 

desire since the masculine and feminine counterparts are inverted: the woman, Orlando, 

represents the masculine; and the man, Shel, the feminine. Deborah Cohler (2010) points out 

that the “textual ambiguity of these passages derails any scheme for desire predicated on 

gender or on the binary logic of heterosexuality” (183). I agree that Virginia Woolf 

transgresses the notion of normative sexuality and gender norms, as well as the notion of 

traditional marriage and family. I have observed in the third chapter that the conventions of 

the traditional Victorian family are called into question, and Woolf suggests replacing 

women’s submission to their husbands by a modern concept of the family unit which was 

common among members of the Bloomsbury circle. In this regard, Orlando ponders: 

 

Her finger had not tingled once, or nothing to count, since that night on the moor. Yet, she 

could not deny that she had her doubts. She was married, true; but if one’s husband was 

always sailing round Cape Horn, was it marriage? If one liked him, was it marriage? If one 

liked other people, was it marriage? If one liked other people, was it marriage? And finally, 

if one still wished, more than anything in the whole world, to write poetry, was it marriage? 

She had her doubts. (189) 
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Woolf suggests that the recurrent absence of the husband, extramarital affairs and space for 

creative genius may challenge the very definition of marriage and traditional family; but she 

also argues that turn-of-century aristocratic family dynamics are in need of change: “she 

would put it to the test” (Orlando 189). However, Woolf’s depiction of marriage in the novel 

still relies on the system of opposites, which demonstrates that sexual or erotic desire is 

constructed in terms of sexes as opposites. Orlando’s romance with the 

Archduke/Archduchess occurs in a similar way. Archduchess Harriet, although the narrative 

voice alerts the reader about her masculine features, falls in love with young Orlando. After 

the protagonist’s change of sex, the Archduchess reveals to be Archduke Harry. I will discuss 

this love affair more deeply later; however, here I would like to point out that, taking into 

consideration the Archduke’s revelation of his true identity as a man, his homosexual desire 

towards young Orlando is disguised as heterosexual attraction. Woolf suggests after the 

revelation of his sex that the Archduke cross-dresses or identifies as female in order to win 

male Orlando’s love. These romances in the novel illustrate that, even though same-sex 

attraction is hinted, the regulatory principle of heterosexuality as the natural inclination—the 

censor—operates its power; heterosexuality, despite being destabilised, is eventually 

restored. Virginia Woolf once again does not take the risk to write about an open lesbian or 

gay romance. However, it is worth noting as well that, as Cohler (2010) points out, “Woolf’s 

experimental narrative choices defy expected sexological configurations of female same-sex 

desire” (184). I would say that homoerotic dynamics are inscribed and supported by the 

discourse of normative sexuality; therefore, our expectations regarding homosexual desire 

are based on the premise of heterosexual desire: the opposites become equals, but no gender 

variance is allowed. 
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In this regard, I would like to briefly return to the theoretical background and point 

out Havelock Ellis’s considerations to such ideas, and how the psychological and sexological 

studies of late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—such as Sigmund Freud’s—favoured 

the idea of heterosexuality as the norm. Ellis (1915), in the preface of the first edition of his 

volume, highlights that our “sexual instincts,” even homosexual tendencies, are innate: 

“Probably not a very large number of people are even aware that the turning in of the sexual 

instinct toward persons of the same sex can ever be regarded as inborn, so far as any sexual 

instinct is inborn” (v). However, although his aim is to decriminalise homosexuality and 

elaborate a friendly discourse, in his extended study he makes clear that heterosexuality is 

the normal inclination of our sexual desires; in other words, heterosexuality becomes the 

norm and same-sex attraction constitutes a deviation of our sexual instincts. In his chapter 

dedicated to sexual inversion in men, Ellis (1915) insists on this idea and claims that the 

psychoanalytic theory of the early twentieth century regarded heterosexuality as an innate or 

natural instinct; therefore, it was presumed that a person was born inclined to heterosexual 

attraction. What is more, even though sexologists and psychologists would accept that 

homosexual behaviour might develop during puberty—sexual attraction seems to develop 

and consolidate during these years—, the author explains that, according to Freud’s views, 

there is a natural inclination afterwards that leads men to feel attraction towards women. In 

this context, Ellis (1915) points out the following: 

 

In recent years Freud has accepted and developed the conception of the homosexual strain as 

normal in early life. Thus, in 1905, … Freud regards it as a well-known fact that boys and 

girls at puberty normally show plain signs of the existence of a homosexual tendency. Under 

favorable circumstances this tendency is overcome, but when a happy heterosexual love is 
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not established it remains liable to reappear under the influence of an appropriate stimulus. 

… The normality of a homosexual element in early life may be said to be accepted by most 

psychoanalysts, even of the schools that are separated from Freud. (80-81) 

 

Ellis (1915) continues his detail account about male homosexuality and highlights that 

sexuality—or “sexual emotions”, which is the term he uses—is in fact an “instinct” that, 

during early adulthood, “usually turns into the normal channel.” However, for him, the “true 

sexual inverts” that remain “insensitive to women” would, consequently, possess 

“undeveloped sexual instincts” (81). Ellis’s work proves that the discourse around sexuality 

during the end of the nineteenth century and early twentieth century was built upon the basis 

that heterosexuality was the natural inclination; in other words, heterosexuality was 

compulsory.  

What is more, homosexuality was also connected to notions of moral indecency: “The 

figure of the homosexual was dangerous for the social order, morally despicable, intrinsically 

corrupt, and potentially infectious” (Sánchez-Pardo 2003, 206). Consequently, not only was 

the inclination towards heterosexual desire regarded as naturally correct, but it was also moral 

and ethical. In my view, I would suggest that all the sexological theories departed from the 

assumption of moral beliefs rooted in a patriarchal system of oppression that attempted to 

pathologise homosexuality as a deviation from the natural or the norm; and, consequently, 

required the elaboration of some medical or psychological explanation. As today’s 

psychological studies demonstrate, both homosexuality and, more recently, transsexuality 

are not regarded as mental illnesses any longer. Therefore, this also suggests that previous 

medical theories on gender inversion, homosexual desire or trans identities were, in fact, 

based on male and heterosexual privilege.  
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Speaking of Freud’s popularity, it is worth highlighting that his studies on 

psychoanalysis and views regarding sexuality flourished and gained public acclaim during 

the nineteen-twenties due to their translation into English, some of them published by the 

Hogarth Press. Even though Virginia Woolf was severely critical of Freud—Hermione Lee 

(1996) says that Woolf was reluctant to be analysed herself, although psychoanalysis was 

actually thought to be dangerous “for anyone who had had a major breakdown or attempted 

suicide” (197)—, she was well aware of his views: “Freud was part of the modern post-war 

air, and was coming at her [Woolf] from all sides” (Lee 1996, 383). This fact evinces that 

notions by sexologists, as well as the psychological studies around women’s mental health, 

were present when Virginia Woolf was writing her novels and essays. I find it quite relevant 

to understand these representations of heterosexuality, homosexuality and gender inversion 

during Woolf’s time in order to analyse how she perceived her own sexuality, her friend 

Vita’s and, as a whole, the patriarchal regime. Both the fantasy novel and later feminist essay 

indicate that the British writer was concerned about the assumption of heterosexual attraction 

as the norm constructed upon the basis that sexes are opposites, and that women are inferior 

to men; as well as the popular consideration of homosexuality as inverted categories of sex.  

Woolf’s romances in Orlando, through which the author explores homosexual desire, 

demonstrate, on the one hand, that independent codes or references to understand 

homosexual attraction were non-existent, and were understood in terms of heterosexual 

romance and gender inversion; consequently, the masculine and feminine equivalents 

become necessary. For this reason, as Woolf illustrates in the novel, Vita’s affair with Violet 

would have to be described in terms of heterosexual love. Even though the protagonist 

represents Vita; his sex is inverted, he begins the novel as a boy. The lesbian romance is 

hinted, encoded; but not explicit. Woolf also suggests here that even homosexual couples 
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would read their own desire from the point of view of straight people: Orlando embodies 

Vita’s masculinity and Sasha is the feminine opposite. Similarly, this also happens with the 

other romances in the novel. These notions of considering heterosexuality as the normal 

inclination of our sexual desire—based, at the same time, on the premise that heterosexual 

love complies with the categories of sexes as opposites—have deeply permeated all aspects 

of our society; and, what is more, have prevailed until today. As Serano (2013) highlights, 

“straight-minded people often compulsively attempt to asses which member of a same-sex 

couple is the ‘boy’ (butch) and which is the ‘girl’ (femme) under the assumption that their 

relationship merely mimics heterosexuality” (115). On the other hand, it is also true that, 

even though Virginia Woolf might have disguised same-sex romance to avoid censorship, at 

the same time, her gender fluid characters and the changes of sex also ridicule and challenge 

the notion of heterosexuality, which is constructed in terms of very narrow conditions. 

To conclude this part, I would like to highlight that these views on gender variance 

within masculinity and femininity in both men and women are not contrary to the idea of 

compulsory heterosexuality. There is a dominant male masculinity and a dominant female 

femininity, which have been regarded as the only valid gender expressions, and reinforced 

by the patriarchal rules and the discourse of heterosexuality as a natural instinct. For this 

reason, it is evident that this regime of compulsory heterosexuality has shaped and influenced 

the understanding of romance and desire in same-sex relationships, not only from the 

outside—that is, by straight people’s point of view—, but from gay people’s perspective. In 

other words, the way our society elaborates norms to define genuine sexual attraction or 

genuine relationships, such as the morals or duties attached—for example, marriage—, 

influences how we perceive them. As I have explained earlier, since homosexuality was 

regarded as immoral; complying with gender-conforming norms of heterosexual romance 
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would, not only constitute the only genuine rules available to understand desire and sexual 

drives, but also help disguise the discourse of immorality connected to it. Gay people, 

consequently, would emulate the rules of heterosexual behaviour and gender norms in order 

to be accepted as equals.  

In this regard, I would like to briefly highlight Jack Halberstam’s (2012) example of 

gay marriage today in Gaga Feminism. The author, who claims to be against the political 

struggle for gay marriage, sees the institution as an “exclusionary system” (100). He explains 

that, since late nineteenth century, there has been a “process of human classification” around 

the idea that straight and gay people are different. This process, which also materialises 

through marriage, has served to perpetuate this system of classification between hetero and 

homo people, and also serves for gay people to “ask to be recognized just like hetero people” 

(98). Furthermore, the author also gives other illustrative examples of how gay people accept 

straight people’s codes and rules. For instance, “an effeminate man” who lived in the New 

York of the 1910s and had sex with other men would have considered himself “as harboring 

a vice or as sinning against God.” Similarly, a gay man in the 1970s, despite being out and 

proud of being gay, “may be super invested in his masculinity and may resist the categories 

of ‘fairy’ or ‘homosexual’ altogether and think of his identification with the term ‘gay’ as 

liberatory” (99). Returning to the issue of marriage, Halberstam (2012) suggests that “[a]n 

institution that has been defined through such exclusions and that has been enforced as a 

system of class alliance, of racial purity, of religious sanction, should surely be dismantled 

rather than expanded!” (100). In the context of Woolf’s novel, these examples illustrate that, 

even though the protagonist may challenge gender and sexual conventions, and the British 

writer may, as Cohler (2010) argues, “repatriate Orlando” (184)—in the sense that, as I 

pointed out earlier, Woolf inscribes lesbian imagination and gender fluidity in England—; 
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the institutions remain the same. In other words, Orlando’s womanhood needs to be legally 

recognised by the state, as well as her union with Shel. In the end, gay couples have to comply 

with the mechanisms and terms established by hetero people in order to obtain the same 

rights. I have discussed that Orlando eventually yields to the conventions of marriage and 

motherhood; on the other hand, is there another alternative? Virginia Woolf’s Orlando proves 

to navigate through questions of gender and sexuality that were and still are nowadays 

unresolved. On the other hand, as evinced in this section, the novel clearly serves as an 

example to expose the dictates of the heterosexual regime. 

 

3.2. Female conventions, oppositional sexism and exceptional gender traits 

 

As I have indicated before, compulsory heterosexuality is supported by the notion that men 

and women are opposite sexes; therefore, men and women are presumed to embody opposite 

characteristics. In addition, in the third chapter I have analysed how Victorian conventions 

regarding femaleness and femininity are present in the novel, and how marriage and 

motherhood became attached to the notion of women’s morality during nineteenth-century 

England. These ideals—the Angel in the House—haunted Virginia Woolf with regard to both 

her personal and professional life, and that is why that obscure period, as she describes it in 

Orlando, materialises in her writings. Nevertheless, in the third chapter, I have not put the 

focus on the way these conventions or stereotypes regarding masculinity and femininity 

operate as a system of opposites; nor have I concentrated on how Woolf’s novel serves as an 

example to illustrate current debates on gender and sexuality. For this reason, in this section, 

I would like to discuss how Virginia Woolf’s vision of gender and sexuality as fluid 

categories in Orlando—which resembles her definition of the “androgynous mind” in A 
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Room of One’s Own—actually illustrate the problematic of oppositional sexism or sexism 

based on the idea of sexes as opposites. Woolf’s novel demonstrates accordance with feminist 

and LGBTQ+ studies, for which the repercussion of this notion has been topic of discussion 

throughout the twentieth century until today. In this regard, more recent debate, most 

importantly, by LGBTQ+ authors, illustrates ideas that Virginia Woolf had already dealt with 

in the fantasy novel.  

Virginia Woolf’s Orlando became one of the pioneering and revolutionary texts of 

early twentieth century that confronted the patriarchal regime and its dictates regarding same-

sex desire and gender variance. My intention here is to place Woolf’s fantasy novel in the 

contemporary debate on sexism; and, at the same time, place this contemporary debate in the 

context of Virginia Woolf’s lifespan, and the questions she raised when she wrote and 

published the novel. In this context, Julia Serano’s works illustrate how oppositional sexism 

operates in our society, and how this notion converges with that of heterosexism or 

compulsory heterosexuality. In addition, Serano proposes an alternative vision of sex 

characteristics or gender expressions; one that destabilises the rigid and constricting 

definitions of maleness/masculinity and femaleness/femininity in order to put an end to the 

assumption that men are superior to women. For Julia Serano, sex characteristics or 

expressions of gender actually overlap; ideas that had already been suggested by Virginia 

Woolf in Orlando. As the British writer suggests in her narrative, “[d]ifferent though the 

sexes are, they intermix. In every human being a vacillation from one sex to the other takes 

place, and often it is only the clothes that keep the male or female likeness, while underneath 

the sex is the very opposite of what it is above” (133).  

 Regarding the notion of the gender binary, Serano (2016) highlights that the idea of 

sexes as opposites “is founded on a series of egregiously incorrect assumptions” (102). She 
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mentions that, if we considered this premise of men and women as opposites valid, there 

would be no variation in sex characteristics. In this sense, Serano (2016) claims that, if sexes 

were actually opposites, we would either be masculine or feminine, like either men or 

women, identify as either male or female, and the typical stereotypes of that inclination would 

apply to all people of that sex; in other words, there would only be one way to be a man and 

a woman (102-3). As Virginia Woolf demonstrates in her novels, and more specifically in 

Orlando, she illustrates characters with fluid gender expression or sexual characteristics in 

order to suggest that gender variance not only exists in men and women, but should be 

accepted as normal. Serano (2016) points out that the assumption that sexes are opposites 

“creates expectations for femaleness/femininity and maleness/masculinity that all people are 

encouraged to meet, and simultaneously delegitimizes all behaviors that do not fit these 

ideals” (103). Similarly, in Orlando, Woolf examines the very artificial nature of gender 

stereotypes after the protagonist becomes a woman and makes contact with the English nation 

again.  

In the third chapter, I have described how Victorian conventions of femininity 

translated into women’s roles for the nation as mothers and house carers, and how all these 

stereotypes were perceived by Woolf and poured into her novel. I have also discussed that 

during this period the differences between the sexes, as Woolf also points out in Orlando, 

increased; and how the separate sphere ideology originated and shaped the lives of 

aristocratic women. However, it is worth highlighting that, even though earlier periods in the 

novel serve to emphasise the problematics of female morals and stereotypes in nineteenth-

century Britain—Cohler (2010) refers to the eighteenth century as an “epoch of erotic gender 

solidarity” (182)—, allusions to female standards are present throughout the narrative. As 

Serano (2016) puts it, the notion of oppositional sexism reinforces the assumption that 
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feminine characteristics—which actually occur in both men and women—belong uniquely 

to female biology. In addition, she adds that traditional sexism, which connects to the notion 

of oppositional sexism, “functions to make femaleness and femininity appear subordinate to 

maleness and masculinity” (326). Here I would like to illustrate Serano’s views with several 

examples of the novel to demonstrate that these stereotypes and patriarchal mechanisms have 

survived until today. Virginia Woolf’s analysis in Orlando of these social conventions and 

the struggle to comply with the social pressure of her period serves as an example to 

understand the roots of these gender and sexual dynamics, and how they function on a 

societal level. Woolf’s novel illustrates the gender and sexual dynamics that we have 

inherited today. 

One of the strategies of sexism, Serano (2016) argues, is to attach negative 

connotations to female attributes (326). In this context, heartbroken Orlando dedicates these 

words to his dear Russian princess after her treason: “Standing knee-deep in water he hurled 

at the faithless woman all the insults that have ever been the lot of her sex. Faithless, mutable, 

fickle, he called her; devil, adulteress, deceiver; and the swirling waters took his words, and 

tossed at his feet a broken pot and a little straw” (42). As this example demonstrates, young 

Orlando’s words “the lot of her sex” evince the negative implications of femininity in the 

public imagination, specifically regarding female sexual freedom. In contrast, young Orlando 

enjoys his sexuality without reservations; and explains the reader in a petty tone how he 

debases women for unimportant physical features or for showing kindness, and rejoices in 

the way he rejects them eventually—Orlando even shows happiness at one of the women’s 

death: 
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Clorinda was a sweet-mannered gentle lady enough;—indeed Orlando was greatly taken with 

her for six months and a half; but she had white eyelashes and could not bear the sight of 

blood. … She was much under the influence of the Priests too, and stinted her underlinen in 

order to give to the poor. She took it on her to reform Orlando of his sins, which sickened 

him, so that he drew back from the marriage, and did not much regret it when she died soon 

after of the small-pox.  

Favilla, who comes next, was of a different sort altogether. She was the daughter of a poor 

Somersetshire gentleman. … Once, however, she was so ill-advised as to whip a spaniel that 

had torn one of her silk stockings … within an inch of its life beneath Orlando’s window. 

Orlando, who was a passionate lover of animals, now noticed that her teeth were crooked, 

and the two front turned inward, which, he said, is a sure sign of a perverse and cruel 

disposition in women, and so broke the engagement that very night for ever. (18-19) 

 

This example also suggests that the purpose of femininity is to attract men. Serano (2016) 

argues that “[t]his assumption denies any possibility that those who are feminine might wish 

to adorn themselves for their own benefit or pleasure” (327). Orlando’s negative comments 

about his fiancées’ physical traits imply that women may be discharged when they do not 

fulfill men’s desires regarding their physical appearance. Similarly, other scenes in the novel 

also refer to women’s duty to pretty themselves for men. 

Another example of the negative connotations attached to femininity and femaleness, 

as Serano (2016) notices, constitutes the expression of emotions (326). The author, however, 

discusses an interesting viewpoint on this matter. Serano (2016) recognises that there are 

biological gender differences between the hormones of men and women, but the society 

“regulate[s] these hormonally influenced behaviors in a way that seems to exaggerate their 

natural effects.” According to her, “socialization distorts biological gender differences to 
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create the impression that essential differences exist between men and women”; and, as a 

result, it creates the false impression that men and women are opposite sexes while ridiculing 

those people with exceptional gender expressions; in other words, those individuals who 

express tendencies of the “opposite” sex (74). In this regard, Virginia Woolf also inscribes 

this discourse in the novel: “That men cry as frequently and as unreasonably as women, 

Orlando knew from her own experience as a man; but she was beginning to be aware that 

women should be shocked when men display emotion in their presence, and so, shocked she 

was” (127). As this example illustrates, Orlando is aware that crying is a natural emotional 

response; however, she also realises that men are not expected to do so in public and it is her 

duty to punish such transgression displaying surprise in response. In the last place, returning 

to Serano’s (2016) text, the author also argues that another example of the inferiority attached 

to femininity corresponds to the way men’s and women’s interests and preoccupations are 

socially and culturally regarded. In this sense, feminine interests are “frivolous,” while men’s 

“generally escape such trivialization” (327). Woolf’s novel contains several scenes—some 

of which I will also detail later—that illustrate that women are expected to comply with 

certain social behaviours; more significantly, during the Victorian-period section. The 

specific examples to which I have alluded here illustrate the general tone of the narrative.  

 

On the other hand, Orlando’s return to England as a woman, the fourth chapter, implies a 

turning point in the novel. Even though instances of sexist practices are recurrent throughout 

the narrative, it is during the journey back to London when Orlando is “first confronted by 

gender convention, in the shape of an English sea captain” (Cohler 2010, 180). As the 

narrative voice highlights, “up to this moment she had scarcely given her sex a thought” 

(107). As Cohler (2010) argues, Orlando’s “sexual and cultural autonomy become more and 
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more restricted as the ship reaches, first Europe, and then England itself” (184). Her contact 

with the English civilisation as a woman implies Orlando’s awareness for the first time that 

all women are expected to behave according to the patriarchal assumptions projected onto 

the concept of femaleness, femininity or womanhood. Here the events of the narrative seem 

to become unimportant for a couple of pages, and Orlando’s reflections and thoughts on her 

womanhood acquire an essayistic and philosophical tone. During the period covering the 

eighteenth century in the novel—the fourth chapter—, Orlando experiments her recent 

womanhood, and Woolf develops quite an interesting narrative with regard to the way she 

perceives gender as a fluid category that, in consonance to Serano’s views, advocates 

exceptional expressions of gender and sexual traits. 

The first paragraphs of the fourth chapter in Orlando illustrate the protagonist’s first 

realisation of female conventions; “chastity is their jewel” and women must solely live to 

protect “that foundation stone” (107). As previously noted, Orlando describes a series of 

characteristics with which women are expected to comply. In contrast, after some 

consideration, the protagonist of the fantasy novel points out—as Serano highlights in her 

work—that this assumption does not hold true: 

 

She remembered how, as a young man, she had insisted that women must be obedient, chaste, 

scented, and exquisitely apparelled. ‘Now I shall have to pay in my own person for those 

desires,’ she reflected; ‘for women are not (judging by my own short experience of the sex) 

obedient, chaste scented, and exquisitely apparelled by nature. They can only attain these 

graces, without which they may enjoy none of the delights of life, by the most tedious 

discipline.’ (109-110) 
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A few lines later, the narrative voice explains that Orlando realises here “for the first time 

what, in other circumstances, she would have been taught as a child, that is to say, the sacred 

responsibilities of womanhood” (110). As Serano (2016) puts it, “all female-bodied people 

are assumed to be feminine, to be attracted to men, and to identify as female (and vice versa 

for male-bodied people)” (103). However, even though the power of the nineteenth century 

exposes “the limits of Orlando’s of gender, class, and sexual codes” (Cohler 2010, 182), 

Virginia Woolf elaborates a protagonist and secondary characters that, as the previous 

example demonstrates, display exceptional gender characteristics. In this context, Serano 

(2016) suggests that oppositional sexism not only reinforces the notion that masculinity is 

superior to femininity—what she refers to as traditional sexism—, but it marginalises and 

deligitimises those people with “exceptional sexual and gender traits” (105). Consequently, 

Woolf’s Orlando also constructs a narrative around how these characters with exceptional 

gender expressions navigate through and transgress a social and political territory which 

predicates these codes. As Helen Dunmore (2016) argues, in the novel, “Woolf asks whether 

or not gender is something fixed, and whether or not it must be accepted as such. Her answer 

seems to be that gender is infinitely more fluid than class or culture” (xiv). 

 In this regard, I would suggest that Woolf’s Orlando embodies a man and a woman 

with exceptional gender features that, after having experienced life as a man and, more 

recently, as a woman, notices and denounces the social sanction against gender non-

conforming individuals: “And here it would seem from some ambiguity in her terms that she 

was censuring both sexes equally, as if she belonged to neither; … she was a man; she was a 

woman; she knew the secrets, shared the weaknesses of each.” A few lines later, the narrative 

voice highlights that Orlando “pitied one sex against the other, … and was not sure to which 

she belonged” (112). The protagonist suggests returning to the gypsy community in Turkey, 
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where these gender regulations seem to be non-existent. Turkey and the gypsy settlements, 

in contrast to England, are described as places where restraints regarding gender stereotypes 

are not that strict, or rather neutral: “Perhaps the Turkish trousers which she had hitherto 

worn had done something to distract her thoughts; and the gipsy women, except in one or 

two important particulars, differ very little from the gipsy men” (107). As Woolf points out 

in A Room of One’s Own, “England is under the rule of a patriarchy” (27); a patriarchal 

regime that needs of a gender-conforming society to these rules.  

As discussed above, the nations outside Europe illustrate in the novel sites of sexual 

freedom and gender variance; free from the constraints of England. As Cohler (2010) argues, 

Orlando’s change of sex occurs when he is serving in Constantinople, “a city that often 

represents geopolitical indeterminacy and change” (178). What is more, the author suggests 

that Orlando changes from “ambiguously male” to “androgynously female;” but “it is 

distance from England that enables this androgyny” (179). Turkey as well as Russia are 

depicted as “uncivilised” nations; therefore, “Victorian and Edwardian England becomes a 

site of gendered deception and sexual navigation” (Cohler 2010, 180). Orlando’s stay at the 

gypsy settlement allows her to free herself from gender conventions and sexual intercourse 

(Cohler 2010, 179); however, for the protagonist it was “impossible to remain for ever where 

there was neither ink nor writing paper” (Orlando 104). The protagonist is forced to abandon 

the community and decides to return to England, but not until she makes contact with the 

western culture aboard an English ship does she realise the implications of being a woman. 

In this sense, Julia Briggs (2005) points out Virginia Woolf’s discourse on the constructivist 

approach of gender conventions in the novel. As the author highlights, women are 

unconscious of their gender, women “have to learn to think of themselves as women” (202). 

In the fantasy novel, similarly, Orlando is unaware of these social obligations as a woman 
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until she sets foot on the Enamoured Lady. On that basis, Briggs (2005) adds that “[o]n 

shipboard, Orlando’s womanhood casts her as one of a dangerous yet protected species. Her 

new experiences expose the artificial nature of gender construction” (202). Gender is a 

product of a civilised and bourgeois society, and, as Cohler (2010) puts it, Orlando “moves 

from a ‘primitive’ and gender-neutral representational space to a ‘civilized,’ gender-

polarized British national culture” (180).  

However, the narrative of the eighteenth century allows Woolf’s protagonist to 

embrace her womanhood differently. In contrast to the Victorian period—in which Orlando 

feels inclined to yield to the conventions of femininity due to “the spirit of the age;” a period 

that reinforces the differences between men and women, and punishes those behaviours of 

the previous century—, the eighteenth-century section is depicted as a period in which 

transgression or gender variance are allowed. Despite Orlando’s realisation of sexual 

restrictions and gender conventions, in this chapter she is described in several scenes as non-

conforming to those gender regulations. These assertions about Orlando’s exceptional gender 

traits are recurrent in this chapter. For instance, after the Archduke’s revelation of his 

manhood, Orlando “[r]ecalled thus suddenly to a consciousness of her sex, which she had 

completely forgotten” (126). Furthermore, the narrative voice highlights that “it was this 

mixture of man and woman, one being uppermost and then the other, that often gave her 

conduct an unexpected turn” (133). The protagonist is afterwards described as choosing her 

clothes “rather at random” and “worn rather shabby,” features that represent masculinity; but, 

on the contrary, “she has none of the formality of a man, or a man’s love of power,” and she 

“is excessively tender-hearted” (133-134).  

These examples remind us of A Room of One’s Own, where the British writer 

elaborates the concept of the androgynous mind:  
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in each of us two powers preside, one male, one female; and in the man’s brain the man 

predominates over the woman, and in the woman’s brain the woman predominates over the 

man. The normal and comfortable state of being is that when the two live in harmony 

together, spiritually co-operating. (84) 

 

As Woolf highlights a few pages later, “[i]t is fatal to be a man or woman pure and simple; 

one must be woman-manly or man-womanly” (90); and, as she describes Orlando in the 

fantasy novel, “Orlando was most man or woman, it is difficult to say and cannot now be 

decided” (134). As Cohler (2010) notes, in the eighteenth century, Orlando uses cross-

dressing “to escape some of the restrictions of aristocratic British femininity” (181). The 

author adds that “Orlando’s cross-dressing becomes a vehicle through which Woolf 

communicates female same-sex desire in the context of a progressive gender transgression 

rather than through medicalized sexual deviance.” What is more, Orlando’s female partners 

in this section—working-class women and prostitutes—“function in relation to sexual 

constructs of British nationalism yet outside codes of bourgeois respectability” (181). In this 

sense, I agree with Cohler regarding the idea that Woolf elaborates a discursive transgression 

of the notion of gender and sexual morals through Orlando’s masculinity or cross-dressing 

desires. Julia Briggs (2005) highlights that Woolf’s choice to depict a male protagonist who 

becomes a woman “may have recalled her own initial sense of Vita’s masculinity,” and adds, 

in a similar way to Cohler’s argument, that this “world of adventure” also reminds women 

readers that “to be masculine means to be free” (202).  

On the other hand, and following Halberstam’s (1998) views expressed earlier, I 

would like to highlight the risk of taking this idea into consideration literally. This view of 
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female masculinity only as a quest for freedom does not hold true completely; and would, in 

my view, delegitimise masculine gender expressions in women and femininity in men. If 

masculinity in women would guarantee their freedom from social conventions, no women 

would ever be feminine; and, similarly, no men would ever express their femininity. In 

conclusion, femininity would be erased; and this problematic arises due to the sexist 

assumption that femininity is inferior to masculinity. Halberstam (1998) also notes that 

“gender transition from female to male allows biological women to access male privilege 

within their reassigned genders,” but he also warns that trans men do not transition only 

because of attaining privilege within the gender hierarchy (143). Returning to Orlando, I 

raise the question: if women expressed masculinity only to seek freedom, why would the 

Archduke or Shel risk their own when rejecting their masculinity? As I will analyse later, 

Serano (2016) points out that, because of the fact that femininity is considered inferior in 

comparison to masculinity, “males who act feminine lose advantages of male privilege; 

rather, they come under far more public scrutiny and disdain” (285). In this sense, the 

Archduchess’s femininity is ridiculed in the narrative and, as indicated in the fourth chapter, 

in the literary tradition male cross dressers are depicted in a mocking tone and as deceivers; 

consequently, male femininity is a clear sign of privilege loss. For this reason, I do not imply 

that passing as male or acting masculine for female characters in the literary imagination does 

not entail access to the exploration of freedom within the male-driven society, but Orlando’s 

masculinity, as well as the Archduke’s and Shel’s femininity, should also be regarded as 

genuine forms of these gender inclinations. In my view, Virginia Woolf’s novel illustrates 

Orlando’s masculinity and femininity as parts of herself, and as ways to explore her own 

gender and sexual fluidity. I refuse to see Orlando’s female masculine side only as a means 

to explore the male world freely. 
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To conclude this section, I would like to highlight again that Virginia Woolf, in her 

construction of a gender-fluid or gender non-conforming character, suggests the 

deconstruction of the gender binary, which dictates that maleness/masculinity and 

femaleness/femininity should be understood as rigid gender and sexual inclinations, and, at 

the same time, opposite categories. Furthermore, as mentioned before, Woolf manages to 

inscribe the gender and sexual transgression within the space of the British nation. However, 

Orlando also evinces the cultural pressure to comply with these conventions; and that is why 

the British writer may have depicted Orlando, as Sackville-West and Woolf herself did, 

eventually embracing marriage or motherhood. 

 

4. Is Orlando transgender? Discussions on the naturalisation of genders 

 

The terms associated to all those individuals who do not identify as cis—cissexual or 

cisgender; in other words, people whose physical sex is aligned with the sex/gender they 

identify with or live with—demonstrate that gender variance exceeds the notion of 

sex/gender as a binary system. It is worth highlighting that not all trans people identify with 

the same term; however, all these identities refer to people that to some extent are gender 

non-conforming to the sexual and gender principles predicated upon the assumption that men 

and women are opposite sexes, and therefore based as well on the misogynist notion that 

women and femininity are inferior to men and masculinity. For this reason, even though these 

terms associate with late twentieth and twenty-first centuries, I find it extremely relevant to 

discuss Virginia Woolf’s Orlando in terms of trans identities since the protagonist and other 

characters experience sex changes, and/or in some way either they are suggested to be gender 

non-conforming or “cross-identify” with the other sex. Chris Coffman (2010) suggests that, 
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in a similar way to Jay Prosser’s views, Woolf’s protagonist is not exactly a male-to-female 

transsexual; and the British writer’s intention is, therefore, to explore a different direction. 

The author argues that the fantasy novel is not “driven by a plot in which the protagonist’s 

process of self-recognition prompts either the desire to take up a fixed gender presentation 

that is dissonant with bodily sex, or the desire for and pursuit of transsexual transition” (web). 

With regard to Prosser’s (1998) analysis, he argues that Orlando is not about transsexuality 

for the change of sex occurs magically, but about the cultural implications of altering 

Orlando’s gender. The author claims that, more specifically, Woolf’s fantasy novel deals 

with “contemporary configurations of gender fluidity” instead (168). In this section, 

however, I would like to take my argument in a different direction.  

In this sense, as well as lesbian and homoerotic desire “is to be suggested” in the 

narrative but never explicitly mentioned as such, and despite the lack of language during 

Woolf’s period that gathered all sexual and gender “deviant” people under the umbrella term 

“inversion”; Orlando constitutes a space for literary imagination in which there is place for 

all these trans or gender non-conforming identities. Although I have also been highlighting 

in this chapter the limits of Virginia Woolf’s discourse on gender and sexuality; it is also 

worth noting that her fantasy novel constitutes a space for transgender imagination, which 

has been and is still making progress with regard to and exploring since early twentieth 

century the way trans people live and experience their gender. Despite Coffman’s (2010) 

opinion on Woolf’s novel mentioned above, he admits that situating Orlando outside the 

framework of transgender studies would restrict “our understanding of the diversity of 

twentieth- and twenty-first-century genders and desires.” In this context, the author argues 

that, even though Orlando does not question his male sex at the beginning, nor examine the 

events that result in the change of sex nor the process itself of the sex transformation—
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reasons why the novel has been disregarded by transgender studies—the protagonist explores 

the repercussion of her past memories as a man and the “psychological changes” that follow 

the process of assimilating the social expectations in a new gender identity. Coffman (2010) 

also adds that there are psychological differences between Orlando’s experience and that of 

transsexuals; however, the protagonist raises questions regarding subjectivity that are similar 

to those in contemporary writing about transgender people (web).  

Furthermore, I would say that Orlando is not a novel about explicit lesbianism but, 

on the contrary, much academic work on Woolf’s novel has focused on this aspect. In this 

regard, Orlando’s lesbian desire does not materialise in the novel until her physical change 

into a woman—a sexual desire which eventually transforms into attraction towards both 

sexes—; however, it is worth noting that the lesbian imaginary and Virginia Woolf’s lesbian 

relationship with Vita Sackville-West are present in the novel. The same applies, I would 

suggest, to the discussion of Orlando as a transgender text. On the other hand, Orlando is not 

the only trans or transgender character since the Archduchess/Archduke and Shelmerdine 

display in the novel gender non-conforming traits as well. For this reason, Orlando embraces 

the transgender imagination; it is possible to read Woolf’s characters as a representation of 

trans identities in the early twentieth century. What is more, the aim of this section is to shed 

some light, through the analysis of Virginia Woolf’s trans characters in Orlando, on how 

they experience their gender—that is, their masculinity and femininity—as an intrinsic 

quality. 
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4.1. Coming to terms 

 

First, I would like to highlight Julia Serano’s (2016) definitions of such terms in Whipping 

Girl in order to understand the variance regarding sex and gender identities. According to 

her, the term “sex” refers to a “person’s physical femaleness and/or maleness”; while 

“gender” comprises in a broad way “various aspects of a person’s physical or social sex, their 

sex-related behaviours, the sex-based class system they are situated within, or (in most cases) 

some combination thereof” (24-25). In this context, Serano (2016) adds that transgender, 

therefore, constitutes an umbrella term that since the 1990s comprises “those who defy 

societal expectations and assumptions regarding femaleness and maleness.” She argues that 

this definition includes: 

 

people who are transsexual (those who live as members of the sex other than the one they 

were assigned at birth), intersex (those who are born with a reproductive or sexual anatomy 

that does not fit the typical definitions of female or male), and genderqueer (those who 

identify outside the male/female binary), as well as those whose gender expressions differs 

from their anatomical or perceived sex (including crossdressers, drag performers, masculine 

women, feminine men, and so on). (25) 

 

Furthermore, for Serano (2016), gender-variant people are those “who are considered by 

others to deviate from societal norms of femaleness and maleness” (25). The author 

highlights the variance of these terms and the way the different people within the spectrum 

of trans identities—which is, according to her, commonly used as a synonym for transgender 
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(27)—might feel identify with. For this reason, Serrano (2016) also alludes to other 

definitions of such identities: 

 

Still others may come to see themselves as bigender (having a mixture of both femininity and 

masculinity and/or femaleness and maleness), gender-fluid (moving freely between genders), 

or genderqueer (identifying outside the male/female gender binary). And those of us who 

make the choice to live as the sex other than the one we were assigned at birth are commonly 

called transsexuals. (27) 

 

To conclude this series of definitions, I would like to point out that Serano (2016) argues that 

the term transgender “is primarily a political term, one that brings together disparate classes 

of people to fight for the common goal of ending all discrimination based on sex/gender 

variance” (26). 

 On the other hand, it is also worth noting the way Jack Halberstam (2018) in a more 

recent work, Trans*: A Quick and Quirky Account of Gender Variability, accounts for the 

variance—or the evolution—of such definitions of trans or transgender identities. As the 

author points out, 

 

Naming, needless to say, is a powerful activity and one that has been embedded in modern 

productions of expertise and knowledge production. I have selected the term “trans*” for this 

book precisely to open the term up to unfolding categories of being organized around but not 

confined to forms of gender variance. As we will see, the asterisk modifies the meaning of 

transitivity by refusing to situate transition in relation to a destination, a final form, a specific 

shape, or an established configuration of desire and identity. The asterisk holds off the 

certainty of diagnosis; it keeps at bay any sense of knowing in advance what the meaning of 
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this or that gender variant form may be, and perhaps most importantly, it makes trans* people 

the authors of their own categorizations. (4) 

 

In the first chapter of this volume, Halberstam (2018) focuses on how the different terms 

regarding the naming of the diverse transgender identities, or the different ways people might 

identify with regard to their gender dissonance or variance. In this context, he highlights that 

all the variety of terms is a response to how the communities have tried to seek “for ways to 

name and explain their multiplicity,” and, most importantly, “they are not medical terms or 

psychiatric terms produced in institutional contexts either to name disorders or to delimit a 

field of classification; rather, they are terms that emerge from trial and error, everyday usage, 

and political expediency” (10).  

 In conclusion, the different terminology used nowadays in contrast to the lack of 

language during Woolf’s times to refer to all those trans or gender non-conforming 

individuals demonstrates, as I have illustrated with Serano’s and Halberstam’s examples, that 

these categories constitute political terms, rather than medical or psychiatric, that seek to 

fight against sex and gender discrimination. For this reason, Woolf’s Orlando serves to 

illustrate the way sexual and gender norms during Victorian and Edwardian England 

embedded within the discourse of British national identity exercised power over gender non-

conforming individuals; values and conventions that have shaped the way gender and sexual 

variance has been understood until today, and that have motivated gender and sexual non-

conforming people—that is, LGBTQ+ people—to fight against the social and political 

system that sustains that power: the patriarchy. In Woolf’s novel, Orlando, the 

Archduchess/Archduke and Shelmerdine represent to some extent these trans identities. 
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4.2. Biology versus culture: is gender exclusively constructed? 

 

The debates around the origin of masculinity and femininity have been the main subject of 

many theorists throughout the twentieth century until the present, comparing the two 

positions regarding its foundation. The many discussions about the influence of our society 

that denies the possibility of a biological or natural justification is still nowadays the major 

explanation given by mainstream feminism. In this context, Virginia Woolf highlights in both 

her fantasy novel and feminist essay that the conventions attached to men and women are 

artificial; in other words, these stereotypes and behaviours associated to men and women are 

dependent on the sexual and gender norms of the patriarchal regime:  

 

Orlando could only suppose that some new discovery had been made about the race; that they 

were somehow stuck together, couple after couple, but who had made it and when, she could 

not guess. It did not seem to be Nature. She looked at the doves and the rabbits and the elk-

hounds and she could not see that Nature had changed her ways or mended them, since the 

time of Elizabeth at least. There was no indissoluble alliance among the brutes that she could 

see. Could it be Queen Victoria then, or Lord Melbourne? Was it from them that the great 

discovery of marriage proceeded? (172) 

 

In this example, Orlando highlights the artificial essence of marriage as opposed to a natural 

inclination. These conventions and many others are suggested to be predicated upon the basis 

of cultural pressure and misogynistic assumptions characteristic of the Victorian period and 

the British Empire. Other scenes in the novel, which I have discussed earlier, demonstrate 

the cultural origin of such assumptions. Women’s role for the nation is to maintain such 
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structure of power. In Victorian England, women are the mothers of the Empire: “The life of 

the average woman was a succession of childbirths. She married at nineteen and had fifteen 

or eighteen children by the time she was thirty; for twins abounded. Thus the British Empire 

came into existence” (162). 

However, the changes of sex of Woolf’s characters and their non-conforming 

expressions of gender also suggest that certain gender expressions or sexual characteristics 

might be natural; in other words, they are not artificial constructs of culture and society. Why 

would female Orlando be masculine if society pressures her to be feminine? The same applies 

to Shel or the Archduke Harry. In this section, I would like to discuss how Woolf’s trans or 

cross-gender characters demonstrate that the structures of power attached to such gender 

stereotypes might be artificial; but, in contrast, not all aspects of gender traits have a social 

foundation. For this purpose, I will distance this debate from those theories that regard 

masculinity and femininity solely as performances—since these views invalidate, as Julia 

Serano (2016) illustrates in Whipping Girl, trans identities—, and I will focus on how 

Woolf’s Orlando demonstrates, following Serano’s (2016) views, that there are some natural 

inclinations in our gender expressions. Julia Serano’s work (2016) Whipping Girl offers an 

essential frame of reference for this purpose.  

As noted in the introduction to this study, Serano (2016) claims that the assumption 

that gender is utterly artificial or performative is “misplaced” (75); a notion that clashes with 

previous gender studies around Judith Butler’s theory of gender performativity. On the 

contrary, Jay Prosser (1998) highlights in Second Skins that the reading of Butler’s 

performativity as a voluntary “theatrical role” is indeed a misinterpretation. He argues that 

the supposition “that gender performativity means acting out one’s gender as if gender were 

a theatrical role that could be chosen” led to the erroneous assumption that gender 
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performativity implied that “gender, like a set of clothes in a drag act, could be donned and 

doffed at will, that gender is drag.” Prosser (1998) adds that Butler’s intention is actually to 

highlight that “gender is compelled through symbolic prohibitions” (28). However, the 

philosopher’s later work Undoing Gender recognises that there are some aspects of sex and 

gender that escape the constructivist approach.11  

I would like to point out that I agree with certain claims with regard to Butler’s (2007) 

views on the cultural aspect of gender. In this respect, she underlines that the categories of 

sex—as in a sexed body—and gender—as the cultural meaning attached to a sexed body—

are intrinsically linked; and, for this reason, the presupposition of a gender binary implies 

“the mimetic relation of gender to sex whereby gender mirrors sex or is otherwise restricted 

by it” (9). In other words, the author claims that there is no “pregiven sex” for “gender is also 

the discursive/cultural means by which ‘sexed nature’ or ‘a natural sex’ is produced and 

established as … prior to culture” (10). Butler’s work focuses to a great extent on the aspect 

of gender as a discursive category, and it is not my intention here to address such issues here. 

However, these views on the construction of both categories of sex and gender resemble her 

later claims regarding the originality of heterosexual conventions in contrast to the 

unoriginality of gay genders, for the author argues that both constructs are unoriginal; to put 

 
11 The case of David Reimer, which Judith Butler (2004) accounts for in Undoing Gender, serves as an 

interesting example to illustrate the flaws of the pure constructivist approach and suggests that the way we 

perceive our sex and gender has a natural origin. As Butler (2004) points out, David Reimer was a male-born 

child who was reassigned female after a failed surgery in his penis, but eventually identified as male in his 

teens. The philosopher argues that the child’s parents accepted Dr. John Money’s theory—regarding the social 

construction of behaviour and gender—, who claimed that “if a child underwent surgery and started 

socialization as a gender different from the one originally assigned at birth, the child could develop normally, 

adapt perfectly well to the new gender, and live a happy life” (59). On the contrary, doctors Milton and 

Colapinto believed that “there was some deep-seated sense of gender that David experienced, one that is linked 

to his original set of genitals, one that seems to be there, as an internal truth and necessity, which no amount of 

socialization could reverse” (Butler 2004, 62). See Judith Butler’s (2004) chapter “Doing Justice to Someone: 

Sex Reassignment and Allegories of Transsexuality” for a detailed analysis. 
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it another way, none is the copy of the other (43). As noted in the previous section, sexologists 

of the late Victorian period claimed heterosexuality and conforming expressions of gender 

as “natural” and “original” compared to same-sex attraction and androgynous behaviours; a 

discourse which, following Butler’s (2007) claims, has been proven to be biased as there is 

neither original heterosexuality nor homosexuality. On the other hand, on a practical level, 

the supposition that gender is exclusively inscribed through a mechanism of symbolic 

punishment or through repeating certain patterns of behaviours—that is, gender as 

performative—raises the following question: why do trans people feel to be a different 

gender/sex from the one they have been imposed to be through such practices?  

Continuing with the problematic of the artificiality of gender, Gayle Salamon (2010) 

argues that many trans writers misinterpret the assumption that gender is a social construction 

(73). She claims that, for instance, some trans authors hold the opinion that the resistance of 

the transgender body to such mechanisms that produce normative genders demonstrates the 

failure of the social constructivist approach to gender. In this regard, the author adds that 

“[s]ocial constructionism is seen as a force whose purpose is to limit, alternately, the ability 

of transpeople to self-define or their claims to an ‘authentic’ embodiment or the very 

possibility of transgenderism itself” (75). Salamon (2010) claims that the notion of the body 

as a social construct actually “means that our bodies are always shaped by the social world 

in which we are inescapably situated” (76). The author holds an interesting position with 

regard to the social constructivist theory of gender for it is true that gender dynamics exercise 

power and control on our bodies, and our gender system is simultaneously dependent on the 

specific culture it is inscribed—as Woolf’s Orlando demonstrates. Furthermore, as I will 

detail later, Julia Serano’s views on gender do not contradict these notions for she defends a 

similar opinion. Nevertheless, Salamon (2010) rejects trans author Jason Cromwell’s (1999) 
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views in Transmen and FTMs because, in a similar way to Serano’s, highlight that gender is 

not totally constructed; in other words, he argues that there are some intrinsic traits. 

According to Salamon (2010), “Cromwell suggests that theorizing transgenderism requires 

a middle course between essentialism and constructionism” (77). In this context, she quotes 

the following paragraph:  

 

Both sides of the coin contribute to the whole. Rather than viewing bodies, sexes, genders, 

and sexualities as either essentialist (nature) or constructionist (nurture) and flipping the coin 

periodically to explain the behaviors of persons, both theories must be taken into account. 

People do feel that aspects of their being are essential (natural), yet they also know that what 

they feel is due in part to how the dominant society constructs (nurtures) ideologies seen as 

pertinent to being an embodied, sexed, gendered, and sexual being.” (Cromwell 1999, 43; 

cited in Salamon 2010, 77) 

 

I find Salamon’s (2010) views on this matter interesting for she suggests that the specific 

trans author’s problematic seems to be that the way they experience or live their gender 

clashes with previous assumptions regarding subjectivity. She criticises Cromwell because 

he claims that trans people should be the ones to define themselves; Salamon (2010) raises 

the following question: “what sort of theory of subjectivity is being offered here, and how is 

it capable of bringing into being fully autonomous subjects whose agency is so unbounded 

that it exceeds the social realm itself?” (81). However, I would suggest that the theories that 

escape the understanding of transgender identities and their experiences predicated by cis 

people should not become the excuse to invalidate trans individuals’ discourses and 

experiences, or their existence as a whole. In this regard, Julia Serano (2016) denounces that 
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many cissexual academic critics claim to fully understand and use their authority to speak 

about transsexuality, a fact that is, according to the author, a “dehumanizing tactic” (151). If 

we are to read Woolf’s Orlando as a text on transgender—especially on trans women and 

also on femininity from the point of view of a trans woman—, we should take into 

consideration what a trans woman has to say about her experience. Julia Serano’s work 

illustrates that there are certain sexual or gender traits that occur naturally. 

In her chapter “Intrinsic Inclinations: Explaining Gender and Sexual Diversity,” 

which will be my main source in this section, Serano (2016) defines both the social 

constructionists’ and the gender essentialists’ position towards the origin of gender. The first 

group considers gender as an artificial construct; and, in the author’s words, they claim that, 

according to this perspective, “we learn to produce these gender expressions via a 

combination of positive and negative reinforcement, and through imitation, practice, and 

performance”; that is, masculinity and femininity “represent ideals that all people are 

encouraged to meet” (96). On the other side of the debate, we have the gender essentialists, 

who, as Serano (2016) puts it, “believe that those who are born male are simply 

preprogrammed to act masculine, and those born female are preprogrammed to act feminine” 

(96).  

On the contrary, the author suggests that, due to her experience as a geneticist and as 

a transsexual woman, both groups are “partially right” in their literal expression (97). On the 

one hand, Serano (2016) claims that masculinity and femininity cannot be acknowledged 

uniquely as natural and biological categories as gender essentialists suggest. In this context, 

she argues that there would exist many more manifestations of gender expression if 

socialisation did not play an essential role in reinforcing masculinity for males and femininity 

for females (97). In other words, our society plays a vital role in how we shape masculine 
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and feminine behaviours, and strengthen them through repeating stereotypes, rewarding 

imitation and punishing those exceptional expressions that blur the line of the apparent 

separate realms. For instance, as Woolf highlights in the novel, “[i]n normal circumstances a 

lovely young woman alone would have thought of nothing else; the whole edifice of female 

government is based on that foundation stone; chastity is their jewel, their centrepiece, which 

they run mad to protect, and die when ravished of” (107). As mentioned earlier, gender 

convention presents itself in the form of the English captain and reminds ungendered Orlando 

of the expectations of womanhood that she, as a woman, is expected to comply with during 

her journey back to the civilised world. 

In this sense, these and other examples illustrate that chastity becomes the Victorian 

stereotype of femininity in contrast to the sexual freedom that men possess, or the freedom 

men have in order to access the public sphere on their own. However, is chastity exclusively 

an innate female trait? With regard to the essentialist origin of gender, Serano (2016) argues 

that it is worth noting that, although the idea of a preprogrammed and innate masculinity and 

femininity seems to be supported by the fact that most women act in a more feminine manner 

and most men in a more masculine one, there are certain behaviours [such as the example 

above] that demonstrate that these inclinations are inevitably constructed through sexist 

patterns of behaviour (96). The author also adds that the strict biological perspective does not 

take into consideration that there are people who express both inclinations. Consequently, 

these exceptional gender manifestations in men and women, which have happened 

throughout history and in many cultures, demonstrate that gender variance also occurs 

naturally; debunking then the oppositional biological point of view. In this sense, Serano 

(2016) argues that exceptional gender expressions and sexual orientations “occur at 

frequencies that are several orders of magnitude higher than one would expect”; therefore, 
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the essentialist assumption that these exceptions are anomalies or “biological errors or 

developmental defects” collapses (97). The author also insists that “it is incorrect to assume 

that those with exceptional sexual orientations, subconscious sexes, or gender expressions 

represent developmental, biological, or environmental ‘errors’; rather, they are naturally 

occurring examples of human variation” (100).  

On the other hand, these exceptional gender expressions also support Serano’s (2016) 

argument with regard to the flaws of a strict social constructionist theory. The author points 

out that the exclusive constructivist approach does not hold true either because, even though 

males are encouraged to act masculine and females to act feminine, there are still exceptional 

gender expressions in children who manifest these signs of behaviour at a very early age—

prior to, the author suggests, any possible deep process of socialisation. She concludes that 

these manifestations “strongly suggest that certain expressions of femininity and masculinity 

represent deep, subconscious inclinations in a manner similar to those of sexual orientation 

and subconscious sex” (98). Prosser (1998) asked many years before a similar question with 

regard to the problematic of the pure constructivist approach: “If there is no sex left over, no 

immanent sexed part to the self that is not already gender, what substance is there for the 

transsexual to change?” (64). With regard to femininity, Serano (2016) also insists on the 

idea that the assumption that “femininity is artificial” implies a problematic. In this sense, 

feminists who hold this view praise “nonfeminine women” or women with non-normative 

expressions of femininity (338). As I will discuss in the next section, masculinity in women 

is commonly regarded in the literary imagination as a quest for freedom in a male-driven 

society; however, femininity in men does not hold such positive connotations. The assertion 

that femininity as a social construct is purely artificial, and the negative symbolism attached 

to feminine men would suggest that, consequently, masculinity is natural and would 
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invalidate any expression of femininity. In contrast, the constructivist approach considers 

both masculinity and femininity as social constructs. 

In Orlando, the protagonist is a clear example of a trans individual who transitions 

from male to female but embraces her womanhood as well as her masculine inclinations as 

a woman. In addition, not only does she transition from male to female, but from ungendered 

or unmarked by gender in the gypsy community to a gendered individual when back in 

London. These assertions of her female self confirm that, despite the artificial nature of the 

conventions of the period that put pressure on her to be feminine, she is able to navigate 

through her masculinity as well as her femininity and her sexual desire. Her masculine 

inclinations might be explained by the fact she had previously been taught to be masculine 

as a man; nevertheless, male Orlando’s femininity as a young boy, as it is suggested at the 

opening of the novel, demonstrates that female Orlando’s masculinity is not dependent or 

exclusively dependent on the fact she was born male. For instance, after Orlando’s first 

confrontation with female conventions on shipboard, the narrative voice highlights that “it is 

plain that something had happened during the night to give her a push towards the female 

sex, for she was speaking more as a woman speaks than as a man, yet with a sort of content 

after all.” Even though Orlando enumerates in this scene the different social stereotypes 

expected from her as a woman, she claims: “Praise God that I’m a woman!”. The narrative 

voice points out that she was “proud of her sex” (113). 

In previous sections, I have already highlighted that Virginia Woolf’s definition of 

the androgynous mind materialises in the fantasy novel as well: “Different though the sexes 

are, they intermix. In every human being a vacillation from one sex to the other takes place” 

(133). This suggests that, similar to Serano’s views explained above, Orlando personifies 

both inclinations at the same time; in other words, masculinity and femininity overlap. Woolf 
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suggests that masculinity and femininity are not exclusive gender traits of men and women 

respectively, and also suggests that these inclinations can occur naturally. In this sense, in 

the fantasy novel, the British writer does not offer any clear evidence of Orlando’s 

masculinity or femininity as being exclusively derived from a process of socialisation. What 

is more, as the following example suggests, her overlapping gender inclinations take 

“unexpected” turns, which suggest that there is no explanation for it: 

 

For it was this mixture in her of man and woman, one being uppermost and then the other, 

that often gave her conduct an unexpected turn. The curious of her own sex would argue, for 

example, if Orlando was a woman, how did she never take more than ten minutes to dress? 

And were not her clothes chosen rather at random, and sometimes worn rather shabby? And 

then they would say, still, she has none of the formality of a man, or a man’s love of power. 

She is excessively tender-hearted. (133-134) 

 

On the contrary, as previous examples demonstrate, there are other gender traits—such as 

the pressure to marry or bear children, chastity, modesty or vanity in women—that are clearly 

suggested to have a social purpose. Furthermore, Orlando’s cross-dressing desires as a man 

serve at the same time to define and explore her lesbian identity. For this reason, I would say 

Virginia Woolf also explores in the novel that femininity or femaleness, and masculinity or 

maleness are to some extent intrinsic categories that at the same time overlap at different 

levels. 

As a whole, Serano’s views serve to illustrate that trans people’s experiences 

demonstrate that individuals with exceptional gender characteristics in fact expose that both 

constructivist and essentialist views regarding the essence of gender rely on the assumption 
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that sexes are opposites. If masculinity and femininity were the natural inclinations for men 

and women respectively—in the same way heterosexuality was regarded as the normal sexual 

drive—; the number of people with sexual or gender “anomalies” would be lower. On the 

contrary, if masculinity and femininity were exclusively artificial behaviours taught by rote, 

how is it possible that some women display masculine features and some men feminine ones? 

In Orlando, for instance, when the Archduchess Harriet makes her first appearance in the 

novel, the narrative voice highlights: “her manners regained the hauteur natural to a 

Roumanian Archduchess” (78). Taking into consideration that this character later reveals to 

be a man, the foundation of his feminine behaviour “natural to a Roumanian Archduchess” 

demonstrates that femininity can also occur in men naturally. In addition, as I will detail in 

the next section more deeply, the Archduchess/Archduke’s femininity is a natural inclination 

of his “male” identity. Furthermore, Serano (2016) highlights that exceptional inclinations 

are only noticed “when they deviate from both biological and social norms” (98). In this 

regard, the author suggests that these “deviances” are only predicated upon the basis that 

there is a norm, and, as I suggest in this section, it is through the experiences of trans 

individuals that we learn to deconstruct such notions. 

In the previous section, I have discussed the gender and sexual dynamics that 

predominated in Victorian England, and that predicated family models, notions of aristocratic 

respectability, normative sexuality and national identity. The principles of compulsory 

heterosexuality and the notion of sexes as opposites serve to regulate those dynamics and 

exercise cultural pressure to comply with them; however, Woolf’s protagonist in the fantasy 

novel, as well as other characters, serve to inscribe gender and sexual transgressions within 

the space of British imperial and national identity. Woolf exposes the artificiality of such 

regulations and its misogynistic purposes; but, in contrast, she also suggests through her 
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gender non-conforming characters—in other words, trans characters—that what is 

exclusively performative and artificial is the cultural pressure to conform to the conventions 

and connotations attached to such stereotypes. In this sense, Chris Coffman (2010) highlights 

that Woolf’s Orlando also exposes the institutional regulations with regard to the 

protagonist’s legal situation of her gender. The institutions rely on “binary conceptualizations 

of gender” and, thus, are “poorly equipped to handle the complexities of transgendered 

peoples’ lives” (web). For this reason, Virginia Woolf’s narrative serves to illustrate that 

trans, cross-identifying or simply gender non-conforming individuals call into question such 

negative or punitive cultural assumptions of genders. 

 

5. The Archduchess Harriet: discussions on “real”/cis versus “fake”/trans genders 

 

Any other woman thus caught in a Lord’s private grounds would have been afraid; any other 

woman with that face, headdress, and aspect would have thrown her mantilla across her 

shoulders to hide it. For this lady resembled nothing so much as a hare; a hare startled, but 

obdurate; a hare whose timidity is overcome by an immense and foolish audacity; a hare that 

sits upright and glowers at its pursuer with great, bulging eyes; with ears erect but quivering, 

with nose pointed, but twitching. This hare, moreover, was six feet high and wore a headdress 

into the bargain of some antiquated kind which made her look still taller. (Orlando 77) 

 

‘Gentle creature,’ cried the Archduchess, falling on one knee and at the same time pressing a 

cordial to Orlando’s lips, ‘forgive me for the deceit I have practised on you!’ (Orlando 126)  
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The first example, which I have already quoted in the fourth chapter, corresponds to the 

physical description of the Archduchess when Orlando is first approached by her. As I have 

suggested earlier, the narrative voice describes her feminine traits in terms of ridicule; and, 

in that section, I have briefly pointed out that, despite that jeering tone, Orlando’s attraction 

towards her is precisely due to her exceptional femininity. Even though her masculine 

manners are hinted, Orlando is eventually “overcome by passion of some sort,” a passion 

which is revealed to be “Love herself” (80). However, in this section I would like to point 

out that Woolf’s depiction of the Archduchess’s femininity in terms of artificiality and 

ridicule actually serve as an example to illustrate how feminine expressions in men are 

commonly perceived not only as fake and artificial in comparison to women’s femininity. As 

Serano (2016) argues, 

 

Because femininity is seen as inferior to masculinity, any man who appears “effeminate” or 

feminized in a way will drastically lose status and respect in our society, much more so than 

those women who act boyish or butch. But it’s not just that males who act feminine lose 

advantages of male privilege; rather, they come under far more public scrutiny and disdain. 

(285) 

  

What is more, this debate on male femininity also suggests, as Serano discusses in her works, 

that trans women are commonly perceived by cis people as fake women and as deceivers. As 

the second example above demonstrates, the Archduchess asks for forgiveness for having 

deceived Orlando. As mentioned earlier, the history of gender inversion, homosexuality and 

trans identities was a shared history until the 1940s, when, as Halberstam (1998) highlights, 

“cross-identifying subjects” demanded surgery and hormonal treatments (85). Nevertheless, 
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Orlando and its characters, who cross-dress, change their sex and display exceptional gender 

features, also serve as an example of how trans people’s exceptional gender traits or sexual 

preferences are perceived and depicted as fake, deceiving and deviant by the cis and gender-

conforming public.  

 

5.1. Real versus fake genders: cross-dressing and cissexism 

 

With respect to non-normative expressions of gender, I have suggested before that Vita 

Sackville-West’s—or Orlando’s—female masculinity should not be conceived as a fake or 

derivative form of a genuine male masculinity. The same applies to femininity among men 

or to any other exceptional gender traits. Virginia Woolf’s Orlando illustrates several gender 

non-conforming characters that transgress and inscribe their transgression into the regulatory 

gender and sexual principles of the Victorian and Edwardian period in England. In this sense, 

Orlando’s male femininity and female masculinity, as well as the Archduchess’s or Shel’s 

femininity, illustrate how exceptional gender expressions are commonly regarded as fake or 

artificial in contrast to the “real” gender expressions, which correspond to gender-conforming 

norms; in other words, male masculinity and female femininity. In addition, some of these 

inclinations are explored through the process of cross-dressing or cross-identifying 

characters. The Archduke’s femininity appears in the novel in the form of the Archduchess 

Harriet, who eventually reveals his “real” identity as a man and admits having cross-dressed. 

The protagonist, Orlando, also cross-dresses and identifies as male during the eighteenth 

century in order to, among other things, seek the company of women to explore lesbian 

erotics.  
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In this section, I would like to explore the implications of these transgender or cross-

identifying characters in order to illustrate how gender expressions among trans or cross-

identifying people are commonly conceived—and portrayed in literature and media—as fake 

genders; more significantly, as noted earlier, when speaking of femininity in men or in 

assigned-at-birth males. Even though the appearance of the Archduchess as such, female, is 

not outstanding in Orlando—Woolf writes a few paragraphs only—; I believe it is sufficient 

enough to illustrate the stigma of male-to-female cross-identifying people—in contrast, for 

instance, to female-to-male cross-dresser Orlando. In this definition, I would also like to point 

out that I avoid the term “trans woman” to refer to the Archduchess directly since it was not 

Woolf’s explicit intention to portray this character as such, as an “assigned-at-birth male” 

who identifies as a woman. Nevertheless, in my view, in this space for lesbian and gender 

non-conforming imagination that Woolf creates in the novel, there is also place for trans and 

cross-identifying imagination. For this reason, the way the Archduchess Harriet’s femininity 

is ridiculed in the novel also sheds some light on the way trans women’s or male-to-female 

cross-dressers’ femininity was—and is still today—perceived by the public opinion. Woolf’s 

novel constitutes another literary example that, even though transgresses the sexual and 

gender norms of Victorian England and the British Empire, replicates the stigma attached to 

“male-to-female” or trans individuals’ femininity. As Elizabeth English (2015) notes,  

 

Orlando is always male or female beneath, or a man or woman above, leaving limited 

opportunity for radical play in between. … Woolf uses costume and cross-dressing to reveal 

that gender is not an inevitable state and should not determine the limits of the lives we lead, 

but to a certain extent she maintains the binaries that such assumptions are rooted in. (122) 
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 In this context, following Serano’s (2016) views cited above, male femininity “come[s] 

under far more public scrutiny and disdain” (285); but, what is more, the author also argues 

in her work and according to her experience as a trans woman that trans women’s or cross-

identifying people’s femininity is conceived as even more artificial than cis women’s 

femininity. In this regard, notions of heterosexual attraction are also intertwined in the 

discourse of trans people’s gender expression. 

 First, I would like to focus on how cross-dressing or transvestism in Woolf’s novel is 

depicted as a mechanism to explore homoerotic desire and same-sex attraction. Marjorie 

Garber (1993), to whom I will allude briefly, argues in Vested Interests that the story of 

transvestism cannot be separated from the history of homosexuality and gay identity (4). In 

Orlando, Archduke Harry—who is first introduced in the novel as Archduchess Harriet—

cross-dresses in order to conceal and justify his homoerotic desire towards Orlando as a boy, 

but later reveals his true identity as a man after the protagonist’s change into a woman. In 

this sense, cross-dressing serves as a means to restore the heterosexual balance in the form 

of gender inversion, and the revelation of the “real” identity becomes necessary after 

Orlando’s transformation to restore the heterosexual principle again—even though female 

Orlando is revealed to feel sexually attracted to women after her change.  

On the contrary, Garber (1993) recognises that the interpretation of cross-dressing in 

many stories of literature and film demonstrate that there is a social or economic motivation 

that forces the cross-dressing individual to disguise so as to “escape repression, or gain 

artistic or political ‘freedom’”; in addition, the author highlights that this motivation is “an 

instrumental strategy rather than an erotic pleasure.” She also points out that, through cross-

dressing, heterosexuality is temporarily called into question, and that is why the revelation 

of the true identity of the cross-dresser becomes eventually necessary (70). Similarly, English 
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(2015) argues that “[t]he disclosure of the cross-dressed body therefore works to enable the 

heterosexual narrative by making the body knowable and stable and by cementing that body’s 

place within the heterosexual psychical schematic” (124).  

In this sense, Woolf’s novel demonstrates that the Archduchess/Archduke’s 

revelation is motivated by the restoration of the principle of compulsory heterosexuality, but 

so it is his motivation to cross-dress. Virginia Woolf, contrarily to Garber’s (1993) views, 

uses cross-dressing to explore homoerotic desire in the novel; although she maintains to some 

extent the system of gender binaries that she is trying to challenge for Woolf also uses it to 

explore homosexual attraction through a heterosexual logic. As well as Sasha’s seductiveness 

as a boyish or masculine figure by which Orlando first feels attracted needs to be “corrected” 

so that the protagonist can eventually approach her sexually; the Archduke identifies as the 

Archduchess, even though some masculinity is still suggested, so that Orlando can also 

approach her sexually following the principles of heterosexuality. Homoerotic desire is to be 

suggested; but heterosexuality is eventually restored, it becomes the “wrapping.” However, 

it is not my intention here to reduce these exceptional gender traits and cross-identifying 

expressions of gender to trivial interpretations of these gender expressions as fake in 

comparison to a “real” gender; and, although Woolf uses these strategies to conceal same-

sex erotics, nor is it, in my opinion, her aim to reduce Orlando’s female-to-male transvestism 

to a fake version of male masculinity. 

On the other hand, here I would like to raise the following question: is the Archduke’s 

manly or masculine self his “real” identity, or does the Archduchess conceal her true identity 

as womanly after Orlando’s transformation in order to comply with the patriarchal regime 

and its principle of compulsory heterosexuality? The fluidity of gender in Woolf’s characters 

in the novel also allows us to read them not only as homosexual, but even as trans, 
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transgender, cross-gender or cross-identifying individuals; and Woolf’s imaginative space in 

the novel also permits us to recreate the Archduchess as a trans woman or femme gender 

invert who is forced to reject her female identity in order to comply with the sexual and 

gender norms. Which self is the true one: the manly or the womanly? What would have 

happened if Orlando had not become a woman? Would the Archduchess/Archduke have 

identified as male at some point? 

Julia Serano (2013), with regard to her discussion of heterosexism, also alludes to the 

term cissexism, which is another form of oppositional sexism. According to the author, both 

forms of sexism “function by ensuring that same-sex desire and cross-gender identity, 

respectively, are viewed as being inherently questionable, while their heterosexual and 

cissexual counterparts remain unquestionable and taken for granted” (114). Serano (2013) 

mentions that trans people’s behaviours are viewed as imitations or emulations—in other 

words, fake counterparts of cissexual people, who are the “real” sex. She also adds that, while 

heterosexual assumption “erases the existence of same-sex attraction and relationships,” 

“cissexual assumption erases the existence of transsexual people” (116). Here I would like 

to highlight that both regulatory principles, heterosexism and cissexism, invalidate any 

sexual attraction which is not understood as heterosexual and gender-conforming. In this 

sense, compulsory heterosexuality would invalidate the lesbian romance between the 

Archduchess and Orlando after becoming a woman. Consequently, the Archduchess—

following the regulatory principle of cissexism that erases trans people’s lives and 

contemplates their gender as fake or unreal—would have to reject her trans identity and 

identify as a “real” man; in other words, a cissexual or cisgender man. 

Returning to the dynamics of cross-dressing, Marjorie Garber’s (1993) work Vested 

Interests offers a very detailed and varied historiography of cross-dressing and transvestism. 
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However, it seems to be outdated with regard to how trans people identify today in the 

twenty-first century—such as authors Julia Serano and Jack Halberstam, who speak about 

their own experience as trans people in their works. Garber (1993) makes a distinction 

between a trans person and a cross-dresser based on the assumption that trans people wish to 

alter their body, which is a discourse inscribed by cissexual people on trans individuals: 

 

A male transvestite’s cross-gender identity as a “woman,” or a female transvestite’s identity 

as a “man,” is not, or not always, what some psychologists call a “core gender identity,” for 

the word “core” here insists on a ground, an identifiable “real” gender identity, rather than 

on the complex interplay, slippage, and parodic recontextualization of gender markers and 

gender categories that characterize transvestic fantasy. The transsexual may wish to literalize 

that fantasy through an alteration in the body; the transvestite keeps the fantasy in play, 

though often in a ritualized way, by deploying a rhetoric of clothing, naming, and 

performance or acting out. (134) 

 

Following this logic, a trans person’s identity is determined by his or her alteration of the 

body, which is not the case. As Serano (2016) highlights, 

 

It is common for people to assume that being or becoming a transsexual involves some kind 

of “sex change operation.” However, this is not necessarily the case. While some transsexuals 

undergo numerous medical procedures as part of their physical transitions, others either 

cannot afford or choose not to undergo such procedures. Indeed, attempts to limit the word 

“transsexual” to only those who physically transition is not only classist (because of the 

affordability issue), but objectifying, as it reduces all trans people to the medical procedures 

that have been carried out on their bodies. (31) 
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In this context, I am putting the focus on the Archduchess Harriet’s cross-identifying or trans 

identity as female to challenge such representations of male cross-dressers or assigned-at-

birth male individuals. As the examples demonstrate, their femininity is described in terms 

of parody or fantasy, but it is never contemplated, as Garber demonstrates in the previous 

quote, as a genuine form of femininity. Virginia Woolf may not have devised the 

Archduchess as a trans woman per se; however, this character represents a trans identity in 

some way; and, for that reason, the meaning the British writer attaches to her femininity 

illustrates how male-to-female individuals’ femininity is commonly conceived as artificial. 

On the one hand, it is worth highlighting that the way the Archduchess’s femininity 

is described in the novel also illustrates that her femininity is even less valid than Orlando’s 

male femininity as a young boy or Shel’s. Young Orlando’s androgynous or rather feminine 

appearance is suggested at the very beginning of the novel: “He—for there could be no doubt 

of his sex, though the fashion of the time did something to disguise it” (5). The masculine 

pronoun, which establishes Orlando’s gender, as Cohler (2010) suggests, “is destabilized by 

the parenthetic comment that follows it” (175). The author also points out that Orlando is 

feminised again “as the consort of an aging queen as his beauty surpasses her military 

victory” (176). Even during his first encounter with the Archduchess, male Orlando is 

suggested to have feminine features: “She had seen his picture and it was the image of a sister 

of hers” (77). Furthermore, Shelmerdine’s femininity is the very special characteristic that 

makes female Orlando fall for him: “‘You’re a woman, Shel!’ she cried.” (178). However, 

the Archduchess’s feminine characteristics, as a cross-gender individual, seem to be more 

artificial than Orlando’s or Shel’s, who identify as men; in other words, who do not cross-

dress and identify with their biological gender. As Julia Serano (2016) highlights, it is 
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commonly assumed that “the trans person’s gender is not authentic because it does not 

correlate with the sex they were assigned at birth.” In this context, she continues, the general 

insistence that a trans person’s gender is “fake” creates the false assumption that there is a 

“real” or “natural” gender (13). Therefore, the Archduchess’s femininity is suggested to be 

ungenuine in comparison to Orlando’s or Shel’s—which are at the same time ungenuine 

versions of female femininity. 

On the other hand, Orlando’s masculinity as a cross-dresser in the fourth chapter of 

the novel has been discussed, as stated earlier, as a quest for freedom in a male-driven society 

or as a mechanism to escape the conventions of Victorian England. As Elizabeth English 

(2015) points out, “[t]his imbalance—that a man pretending to be a woman is a source of 

amusement and ridicule, while a woman pretending to be a man is simply good sense—is 

common to many cultural representations of cross-dressing” (117). In contrast to Orlando’s 

cross-dressing desires, the Archduchess’s aim to cross-dress is not described in a similar way 

to the protagonist’s purpose. The Archduchess’s cross-dressing identity does not represent 

her desire to escape the conventions of masculinity and manhood, but the mocking tone with 

which her femininity is illustrated demonstrates that her cross-dressing identity is constructed 

exclusively in terms of attracting Orlando sexually. In this context, Julia Serano (2016) 

argues that trans women are usually depicted in the media as deceivers whose only purpose 

is to transition in order to use their femininity so that they can seduce cissexual men sexually: 

“They assume that trans women transition primarily as a way of obtaining the one type of 

power that women are perceived to have in our society: the ability to express femininity and 

to attract men” (47). In a similar way, the narrative voice suggests that the Archduke Harry’s 

only purpose to “transition” into a woman is to seduce male Orlando, and thus to become the 

female or feminine counterpart of the heterosexual binary—and, at the same time, thwart the 
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heterosexual regime, since he later reveals his identity as a man and, therefore, suggests his 

initial homosexual intentions. 

As I have discussed earlier, Virginia Woolf explores female Orlando’s masculinity 

and cross-dressing desires as part of the lesbian imagination and succeeds to represent her 

masculine self as one part of the equation of the androgynous mind. Similarly, Shel’s 

femininity seems to suggest the feminine pair to his manhood. However, Woolf fails to do 

so in the character of the Archduchess since her femininity results unexplored and simplified 

to a mere sexual function. This character is illustrated in the novel only as a deceiver, which 

results in reinforcing the sexual and gender stereotypes that Woolf is actually trying to 

challenge. Serano (2016) points out that “[t]he recurring theme of ‘deceptive’ trans women 

retaliating against men, often by seducing them, seems to be an unconscious 

acknowledgment that both male and heterosexual privilege is threatened by transsexuals” 

(38). In this sense, as the fantasy novel demonstrates, male-to-female cross-identifying 

people or femme inverts during Woolf’s times also constituted a menace to the gender and 

sexual conventions of the period.  

 

5.2.  Male femininity and misogyny 

 

As a conclusion, I would like to highlight that this depiction of the Archduchess’s femininity 

reinforces the misogynistic assumption that femininity is inferior to masculinity. While 

Orlando’s cross-dressing desires suggest freedom from the stifling stereotypes of Victorian 

and Edwardian England attached to femininity, and the transgression of the boundaries 

imposed on women by a patriarchal society; the Archduke’s cross-dressing desires 

demonstrate that women’s only purpose—as in the only aim of femininity—is to function as 
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a sexual fantasy for men. In this sense, in contrast, Shel’s femininity is not described in terms 

of sexual purposes for he does not “cross-identify” as female. This analysis serves to 

illustrate, as Serano (2016) argues, that because trans women imply a threat to the categories 

of traditional and oppositional sexism, “the images and experiences of trans people are 

presented in the media in a way that reaffirms, rather than challenges, gender stereotypes” 

(36). Similarly, the Archduchess, as a trans or cross-gender individual in the novel, exposes 

in some way the reassertion of such stereotypes against trans or cross-identifying people. 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

In the first part of this chapter, I have discussed how the studies published by sexologists and 

psychologists of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, altogether with 

misogynistic assumptions—intertwined at the same time with imperialistic ideas of British 

nationality—, predicated the gender and sexual norms of Victorian and Edwardian England. 

All these principles gathered all sexual and gender non-conforming practices under the label 

“inversion.” Furthermore, assumptions about gender variance and same-sex desire among 

women were also predicated upon the basis of the theories about male gender and sexual 

“deviance.” For this reason, heterosexual behaviour and conventional gender roles of the 

period demonstrated that gay and gender non-conforming people—in other words, what we 

understand today as LGBTQ+ individuals—did not have during Virginia Woolf’s times any 

independent reference or codes to read their own sexuality or gender identity. Reversing and 

breaking gender norms, and appropriating behaviours typical of the other sex has been, as 

Woolf illustrates in Orlando, a way to explore homosexual and homoerotic desire, and a sign 

for homoerotic imagination in literature; a homosexual romance—despite being destabilised 
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in some way in the novel—which actually proves to be in consonance with the construction 

of desire in terms of heterosexuality, and the assumption that sexes and genders are opposites. 

These notions, in addition, have exercised a great influence on how LGBTQ+ people’s lives 

have been understood throughout the twentieth century until today.  

On the other hand, in the second part of the chapter, I have put the focus on how trans 

identities within the literary imagination of Woolf’s novel also serve to illustrate the existence 

of gender non-conforming or cross-gender individuals. As Coffman (2010) suggests, 

Virginia Woolf avoids using in the narrative the medical discourse and the institutional power 

that pathologises and stabilises trans people’s gender identity; in this respect, Orlando is 

distant from other representations of transgender experiences—such as Jay Prosser’s and 

Jack Halberstam’s discussions. However, according to the author, “Orlando’s situation and 

the text’s rhetorical strategy reverberate with those of contemporary transgendered people 

without being equivalent to them” (web). For this reason, today’s experiences by trans 

people, as Julia Serano’s has demonstrated, fill the void of language with respect to 

transgender identities during Woolf’s times. More specifically, Serano’s text deals with 

questions of sexism, sexual orientation and feminism that intersect with matters of gender 

identity as a trans individual, and that approximate to those questions examined by Woolf in 

the fantasy novel. In this regard, the British writer explores in Orlando the nature of gender 

and demonstrates that masculinity and femininity are intrinsic inclinations present in all 

individuals.  

However, even though Woolf’s discourse on gender and sexuality demonstrates its 

limits, the British writer builds a literary narrative in which the characters’ genders and 

sexualities fluctuate. Woolf’s gender-fluid characters at the same time destabilise not only 

the principle of compulsory heterosexuality, but the rigidity of its terms. As noted above, the 
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assumption that sexes, genders or sexual orientations are opposites and the sexist notion that 

masculinity is superior to femininity have also had a negative impact on how LGBTQ+ 

people live their own genders and sexualities, which has resulted in discrimination against 

people who express exceptional gender expressions. As Julia Serano (2016) highlights, 

 

the gay rights movement has historically framed much of their activism around the premise 

that heterosexuals oppress homosexuals. This oversimplification creates the false impression 

that homosexual and heterosexual people are ‘opposites’—an idea that marginalizes 

bisexuals. Further, the terms most commonly used to describe the prejudice faced by lesbians 

and gay men—‘homophobia’ and ‘heterosexism’—mistakenly imply that queer people are 

primarily discriminated against because of their sexual orientation. This is a false assumption, 

as those in the lesbian and gay communities who arguably face the harshest discrimination 

from the straight world are those who also exhibit exceptional gender expression.” (108) 

 

In this sense, Woolf’s Orlando demonstrates to read beyond heterosexuality and 

homosexuality, and contemplates other possibilities out of the limits of gender-conforming 

roles. I would say that Woolf expands the boundaries of normative genders and also suggests 

that heterosexuality could also be constructed in terms of fluid gender categories; that is, the 

British writer seems to deconstruct the idea that fluid gender expressions do not always imply 

homosexuality. Furthermore, Woolf’s narratives around the way her characters experience 

their sex and gender as trans individuals—by intertwining the narrative with Julia Serano’s 

views mainly—also illustrate the diverse nature of gender. In my view, Serano’s works 

illustrate, not a universal, but an accurate representation of trans experiences today, especially 

trans women’s, with regard to gender expression and sexuality; a representation of trans lives 
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far from more academic works on transgender—which usually focus on psychic and 

discursive aspects—that shed some light on the reality of cis and trans women, and 

individuals who display exceptional gender expressions or sexual orientations. The analysis 

of the fifth chapter regarding transgender and lesbianism—and, in general, LGBTQ+ 

realities—will also connect with notions of feminism; in other words, as I will explain in the 

general conclusion, by introducing this perspective Virginia Woolf approximates to and 

vindicates a more inclusive feminism. 
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CONCLUSION: A MORE INCLUSIVE FEMINISM 

 

I began this study by discussing the different women’s movements and associations—

suffragist and anti-suffragist—in the Victorian period and the early twentieth century in order 

to situate Orlando within the (literary) history of feminism. In addition, I have also pointed 

out Virginia Woolf’s commitment to the women’s cause, more specifically with regard to 

educational improvements and to women’s roles in the literary scene. In this sense, it 

becomes necessary to understand the social and political atmosphere in which young Virginia 

Woolf engaged during the 1900s and early 1910s, and her later dedication to some women’s 

organisations. A Room of One’s Own was born in Woolf’s mind while she was writing 

Orlando; the fictional essay was to become a more serious work that originated in the fantasy 

biography. However, I should raise the question: is the essay more feminist and more serious 

than the novel? 

 One of my aims in this study has been to analyse and discuss Orlando within the 

context of women’s movements and in comparison to A Room of One’s Own to illustrate that 

the fantasy narrative constitutes a work on feminism that explores and exceeds the meaning 

of gender in a much broader sense than in the later essay. The imaginative universe that 

Woolf creates in Orlando with regard to the different time slips allows the characters—and 

the readers—to reimagine their sex or gender. The use of fantasy renders it possible to 

suggest that time becomes an unstable category, as well as the characters’ sex. From epoch 

to epoch, and from male to female or from female to male, Virginia Woolf reimagines Vita 

Sackville-West through Orlando and gives her back what really belongs to her: her history, 

her house, her love for women and her masculinity. A Room of One’s Own is somehow 

restricted by its very form and the audience it is directed to. The essay, which was initially 
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two different talks for women, focuses mainly on Woolf’s concerns about women’s role 

within literary history. Its imaginative landscape, in contrast to the novel’s, recreates the lost 

women writers of the literary past, and encourages the women of the present to situate 

themselves within the world of literature. Fiction—the novel—becomes their weapon. 

Women are fiction, but fiction, as I have insisted several times in this study, “is more likely 

to contain more truth than fact” (A Room of One’s Own 2). In this context, Orlando becomes 

Woolf’s fiction to recreate women’s truth; as one aspiring male writer eventually becomes 

an aspiring female writer, who, at the same time, defies the conventions of genre and gains 

public acclaim, not with a novel, but with a poem.  

However, this transgression of genre also emulates the transgression of gender, as 

Virginia Woolf explores that the meaning of gender is inscribed in patriarchal practices that 

are dependent on notions of British national identity. In other words, as I have analysed 

mainly in the second section, masculinity and femininity become the two foundation stones 

of the Victorian period; being the first related to the roles within the public sphere, and the 

latter the pillar of the family and the home. In Orlando, the British writer reimagines 

femininity and breaks the traditional conventions of womanhood and the family unit; a 

transgression of boundaries that to some extent parallels Woolf’s own life experiences as a 

woman of the twentieth century that discredits Victorian domestic conventions, and as a 

woman writer and editor who sets her own path within the literary scene. On the contrary, I 

have also pointed out that Virginia Woolf’s discourse also has its limits; but my aim was to 

highlight that, as a whole, Orlando is a great feminist piece of writing that explores the 

meaning of gender and sexuality within a social atmosphere that was struggling to overthrow 

nineteenth-century postulates. 
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 These brief remarks summarise the ideas gathered in the specific concluding sections 

I have added to the different chapters, and it is not my intention here to repeat such 

considerations again. On the other hand, I would like to point out that the three different 

sections that focus on several aspects regarding the relation between Virginia Woolf’s 

Orlando and gender follow a specific direction to illustrate that Woolf’s imaginative universe 

in the fantasy novel explores a more inclusive feminism with regard to the fluidity of gender 

and sexuality. For this reason, after situating the novel within the history of feminism; and 

after discussing it in the context of gender roles, and their relation to the private and public 

spheres; it becomes possible to situate Woolf’s fantasy novel in the literary imagination of 

transgender and non-conforming forms of sexuality—such as same-sex desire—within the 

feminist movements. In this regard, the third section serves to illustrate Woolf’s 

reimagination of feminism; a more inclusive feminism that takes into consideration the lives 

of trans or gender non-conforming individuals, as well as any member of what we understand 

today as the LGBTQ+ community as a whole. To conclude this study, I find it interesting to 

draw special attention to why the inclusion of trans experiences redirect Woolf’s Orlando 

into the literary tradition of feminism. 

As I have explained in the fifth chapter, my choice of introducing trans authors’ 

experiences in this discussion is due to the fact that these people offer a more inclusive view 

of gender than cis individuals since trans people experience their gender differently. In this 

regard, for instance, I have pointed out that Julia Serano (2016) argues that cissexual people 

usually assume that the way they perceive their own relation between their physical and 

subconscious sexes—because they feel to be the sex they were assigned at birth—applies to 

everyone else. In other words, Serano (2016) highlights that taking this assumption “for 

granted” implies that cissexuality is a “human attribute”; thus, trans people’s experiences 
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become erased (165). Similarly, this also occurs with the assumption of heterosexuality as a 

natural sexual impulse, in contrast to “deviant” same-sex relations. As I have discussed in 

the third section, the supposition that there is a “natural” sexual inclination to people of the 

other sex—which is actually based on the assumption that sexuality is reproduction—

becomes the main argument in the theories predicated by psychologists and sexologists in 

the late nineteenth century. In addition, I have also pointed out that Judith Butler’s (2004) 

theory of gender performativity actually displays some problematic when discussing 

“versions of sexual difference” (10)—as she puts it in her second work on gender, Undoing 

Gender—, and she suggests that gender is not only performative but also depends on 

hormones, chromosomes and psychic relations. As Jay Prosser (1998) argues in his analysis 

of Butler’s initial theory of gender performativity, “Gender Trouble serves to prompt 

readings of transsexual subjects whose bodily trajectories might exceed its framework of the 

theory of gender performativity” (33). In this context, I believe that nowadays a discussion 

about gender matters and the meaning of gender would always require to take into 

consideration what trans people have to say; consequently, an exclusive account on gender 

and sexuality from the point of view of cis people would appear biased. On the other hand, 

it is also worth noting that Woolf’s characters in the novel represent to some extent what we 

understand today as trans or transgender identities; for this reason, trans authors’ discussions 

and debates on the concept of gender become necessary when analysing Orlando.  

I have focused here mostly on Julia Serano’s works Whipping Girl and Excluded to 

illustrate the notions discussed in this dissertation because her views as a geneticist and as a 

trans woman demonstrate, on the one hand, that the pure constructivist approach to gender 

clashes, to some degree, with the way trans individuals experience their sex and gender; and, 

on the other hand, because her aim in these works is to highlight the necessity to include trans 
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people’s experiences, and more specifically, trans women’s, in today’s feminism. I have also 

referred to Jack Halberstam’s works with regard to, mainly, female masculinity; and, to a 

lesser extent in comparison to the allusions to Serano’s works, trans experiences. In this 

regard, I would like to highlight that Halberstam offers an interesting discussion about trans 

people’s experiences today, including his own as a trans man; however, the author’s works 

Gaga Feminism and Trans* engage in a more personal dialogue in contrast to Serano’s 

works. Julia Serano stresses her personal experiences as a trans woman as well; but, at the 

same time, she depicts a more theoretical study about sexism, femininity, sex, gender, 

sexuality and feminism from the point of view of a trans woman.  

Furthermore, I have attempted to focus on twenty-first century accounts by trans 

authors instead of recurring to earlier works because these more recent texts highlight more 

accurately the way trans people live today. For instance, Jay Prosser, to whom I have also 

alluded briefly with regard to his discussion on transsexuality in Second Skins, evinces these 

changes in language because he focuses in his analysis, to a great extent, on body 

transformations—surgeries and hormonal procedures—that trans people undergo in order to 

align their gender with their body. The author argues that “the ego, the sense of self, derives 

from the experience of the material skin” in the sense that “body is crucially and materially 

formative of the self” (65); and later discusses that transsexual individuals have articulated 

in the previous years their condition in terms of the wrong body: “If the goal of transsexual 

transition is to align the feeling of gendered embodiment with material body, body image—

which we might be tempted to align with the imaginary—clearly already has a material force 

for transsexuals” (69). In the different personal accounts that serve as an example, Prosser 

(1998) describes the transsexual individual’s pre-transition body as an “outer body prison” 

(70). Similarly, Julia Serano (2016) claims that her brain expects her body to be female; 
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evincing the fact that “our brains have an intrinsic understanding of what sex our bodies 

should be” (80). However, the author later admits that she has gained certain privileges after 

eventually aligning her subconscious sex with her physical sex in comparison to her 

experience before transitioning (309). This suggests, on the other hand, that for many trans 

people body transformation implies to be recognised by others as their desired sex. I would 

say that this happens to all of us, cis or trans, regardless of our gender expression—that is, 

being more masculine or more feminine, or expressing both—since we all feel the desire to 

be recognised as the sex we feel to be and, thus, “modify” our bodies accordingly. It would 

be hypocritical to say that we, cis people, do not feel the need to align our subconscious sex 

with our physical sex because we usually buy clothes in different sections depending on our 

sex, and also undergo medical procedures to be more masculine or more feminine with 

respect to certain beauty standards. Therefore, the desire to match our bodies with our sex is 

not exclusive for trans people; but, I would say, it is the discourse cis people have elaborated 

with regard to transsexuality. Upon the issue of clothing, similarly, Virginia Woolf’s 

characters in Orlando use clothes in order to identify and to be identified by others as either 

male or female. There is no medical procedure here—only Orlando’s magical change of sex, 

whose body modification is implied—, but clothing and costume constitute the means for the 

characters to live their sex.  

Returning to Serano (2016), in contrast to Prosser’s discussion, she highlights that the 

transition does not exclusively require medical procedures, but only “the process of changing 

one’s lived sex” (31). In this regard, Chris Coffman (2010) highlights the problematic of 

Prosser’s views since his arguments are “very hard to sustain when extended to the broader 

range of transgender practices, particularly those forms that do not rely on bodily 

interventions.” For this reason, Serano’s work illustrates a more accurate and more inclusive 
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representation of trans experiences today—although it is worth noting that her experience 

can barely be considered universal. Furthermore, her approach in Whipping Girl and 

Excluded is more accessible in the sense that she focuses on transsexuality, gender, sexism 

and feminism from a less academic point of view. My other purpose in this study has been 

to illustrate that, as I will mention again below, the lack of understanding and language about 

trans individuals in earlier periods—such as Woolf’s—makes it necessary to recur to twenty-

first century stories. Coffman (2010) suggests that, although the term “inversion” is outdated 

today, Orlando “resonate[s] with present-day identities and so remain[s] productive 

touchstones for contemporary questions about gender.” For this reason, I believe that Julia 

Serano’s theoretical account—in a way, far from work considered to be more academic—is 

a great example to reimagine Woolf’s novel with regard to sexism and discrimination against 

gender and sexual non-conforming people in Victorian, Edwardian and Georgian England. 

With regard to feminism, the purpose of discussing feminist movements during the 

late Victorian period and early twentieth century is to situate Virginia Woolf’s Orlando in 

the tradition of feminism, and highlight that the fantasy biography constitutes the means to 

tell women’s truth and make a name for herself as a woman writer within the traditionally 

masculine literary realm; which is precisely what Woolf encourages women to do in A Room 

of One’s Own. In this respect, feminist movements during this earlier period did not specially 

contemplate gender non-conforming or cross-identifying individuals in their fight for 

women’s rights and equity. As noted in the first chapter, suffragist movements relied on 

traditional models of femininity and womanhood. Returning to Cohler’s (2010) words again 

briefly, she argues that the NUWSS defended the “natural” differences between men and 

women, being the domestic sphere a characteristic of femininity. Similarly, the WSPU 

advocated the image of the “womanly woman” who was “maternal and attentive to her 
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family” (48). This suggests that masculine women like Vita Sackville-West, Woolf herself, 

lesbians or these gender non-conforming or cross-identifying characters that appear in 

Orlando—in other words, women who do not conform to the traditional standards of 

femininity (as well as men who do not fit into the standards of conventional masculinity)—

were completely ignored by the suffragists’ demands with regard to their sexual and gender 

non-conforming practices. This problematic has also been widely discussed and pointed out 

by many authors since second wave feminism; not only regarding LGBTQ+ experiences, but 

with respect to class and racial discrimination. As Serano (2016) highlights, feminists in the 

1960s and 1970s ignored the concerns of women who faced racial or class marginalisation; 

but these women—“people at the margins,” as she puts it—must understand how women at 

the centre live in order to survive (290). Similarly, the author claims that the same applies to 

cissexual people, who usually “tend to have an extraordinarily limited understanding of 

transsexuality,” while trans people must understand “cissexual culture” (290-291). 

 Continuing Serano’s (2016) discussion about feminism, the author denounces that 

many cissexual feminists fear to include male-to-female people in their cause because they 

might dilute the movement. According to Serano (2016), some feminists argue that they have 

different goals or different life experiences; however, in this regard, the author points out that 

this reality has its origin in the fact that the feminist movement has historically centred itself 

on cissexual women and ignored trans people’s concerns. Serano (2016) defends the idea that 

feminists should be united not by a common history, but by their “shared commitment” 

against the sexist assumption that femininity and femaleness are inferior to masculinity and 

maleness (311). In this respect, I would say that trans people’s and specially trans women’s 

experiences become necessary in order to understand and represent today’s feminism as a 

whole. As I have discussed in this study, during Woolf’s times the history of transsexuality 
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and homosexuality, as well as of gender or sexual “inversions,” was coincident and highly 

undifferentiated; therefore, the lack of language and the invisibility of transgender/cross-

gender individuals in those times also highlights the need to resort to contemporary authors 

and experiences of trans individuals today. Julia Serano, in her aim to illustrate her 

experience as a trans woman as well as a person who belongs to the LGBTQ+ community, 

demonstrates that feminist movements must also contemplate transgender issues in order to 

be more inclusive. In this sense, Serano (2013) points out in Excluded that trans feminism is 

based on the notion that there is not a single form of sexism or oppression, but different ones 

that “intersect with each other” (44). In this reading of the novel—not only as a feminist but 

as a trans-feminist text—, Coffman (2010) highlights that, even though many scholars have 

only focused on the aspect of feminism within Orlando and treated the transgender topic as 

secondary, it is also possible to produce an alternative reading of the novel which fits best 

with the postulates of trans feminism: “it can alternatively be read as highlighting the 

interlocking oppression of women, transgendered people, and sexual minorities.” The author 

argues that Orlando’s “value for transgender studies lies not in tracking the nature of the 

desire for bodily transition, but in pointing to the possibility of a ‘trans-feminist’ politics that 

is attentive to the consequences that gender inequities have upon transgender experience.”  

 However, I would also like to highlight the limitations I may have faced in this study 

with regard to trans identities and the way Julia Serano perceives the notions discussed 

before. On the one hand, it is worth noting that trans people’s experiences might differ from 

one another. For instance, I have pointed out that, for Julia Serano, there is a distinction 

regarding language when referring to trans people. As stated before, Serano differentiates the 

terms “transsexual” from “transgender”—referring the first one specifically to living as a 

member of the other sex, and the second one to the umbrella term that gathers any gender 
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non-conforming identity. In contrast, Halberstam (2018) uses the term “trans*,” with the 

asterisk, in order to “hold open” its meaning (3); in other words: “the asterisk modifies the 

meaning of transitivity by refusing to situate transition in relation to a destination, a final 

form, a specific shape, or an established configuration of desire and identity” (4). In this 

regard, Serano (2016) argues that the terms used nowadays “are regularly disputed” for 

diverse transgender people might define the words in a different way or attach a specific 

political meaning to the terms (23). Consequently, this demonstrates that the language 

regarding trans experiences is as fluctuating as the meaning of gender itself, and also depends 

on trans people’s gaining ground within the feminist and LGBTQ+ movements. 

 For this reason, returning to the idea mentioned before, in the late Victorian and early 

twentieth centuries there was no language for trans individuals, as they were gathered under 

the label “inversion” along with homosexuals, and the medical resources did not allow cross-

identifying individuals to make use of hormonal treatments and surgeries in order to align 

their physical sex with their subconscious sex—returning briefly to Halberstam’s (1998) 

words, he argues that we can speak about transsexuality from the 1940s when these people 

demanded these procedures (85). In this regard, it is impossible to ascertain that Virginia 

Woolf may have used the terms “transsexual” or “transgender” in order to refer to her 

characters in the novel had this notion existed in the early twentieth century. I doubt she 

might have used them explicitly since the words “lesbian” or “sapphist” are absent in the 

fantasy narrative, and it is possible that Woolf might have also felt that a different term would 

have described the characters’ relation to their sex and gender better. Nevertheless, the 

modern definition of the term “trans” illustrates perfectly, in my view, the way Woolf’s 

characters in the novel relate to their own sex or gender. 
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To add a final remark with respect to the discussion about gender and sexuality in this 

study, I would like to bring to the reader’s attention that my purpose here is to suggest that 

Woolf’s Orlando offers multiple possibilities within its literary universe that allow us to 

construct, deconstruct, imagine and reimagine the meaning and the limits of gender. I would 

also like to point out that the reading of the novel that I have suggested—and its comparison 

to, mainly, Julia Serano’s text regarding transgenderism—is one interesting option to 

consider, but it aims to open up an array of possibilities, far from precluding alternative views 

within the literary, historical, medical-biological or political realm. However, it is worth 

noting that Serano’s theoretical account and experiences as a trans woman not only 

demonstrate that the meaning of gender is not fixed; but also help us understand our own 

relation with gender and the power dynamics in which it is embedded. In my view, Virginia 

Woolf’s considerations about gender in Orlando resemble to a great extent these words by 

Serano (2016): “There is no such thing as a ‘real’ gender—there is only the gender we 

experience ourselves as and the gender we perceive others to be” (13). What is gender? We 

are still trying to grasp its meaning. 
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