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ABSTRACT 
 

The protagonist in Virginia Woolf’s fifth novel, Orlando, has continually drawn the 

attention of feminist and queer theorists as a model for the subversive role androgyny and 

transsexuality can play regarding dominant heterosexual hierarchies of power. Many of these 

theorists discuss Orlando’s transformation in terms of a heteronormative gender binary, viewing 

his/her transition from man to woman as a single crossing, therefore reinforcing the transsexual 

trope of linear progression. I argue, however, that Woolf’s descriptions of Orlando, at times both 

masculine and feminine despite his/her designated sex, fit more accurately into contemporary 

discussions of transfeminism in which trans individuals embody a space “in between” or, rather, 

outside of a strict gender binary. Examining the ways in which Orlando’s gender embodiment 

and Woolf’s unique presentation of temporality aligns with those described in transgender 

autobiographies and other trans texts, I attempt to reveal the truly subversive nature of Woolf’s 

work, as throughout the novel the main character often abandons the gender binary altogether 

and embodies a fluctuating and unique gender presentation. 
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“ORLANDO HAD BECOME A WOMAN”: TRANS EMBODIMENT AND TEMPORALITY 
IN VIRGINIA WOOLF’S ORLANDO 

 
The protagonist in Virginia Woolf’s fifth novel, Orlando, has continually drawn the 

attention of feminist and queer theorists as a model for the subversive role androgyny and 

transsexuality can play regarding dominant heterosexual hierarchies of power. Many of these 

theorists valuably discuss Orlando’s transformation in terms of a heteronormative gender 

binary1, viewing his/her transition as a single crossing from man to woman. I argue, however, 

that Woolf’s descriptions of Orlando, at times both masculine and feminine despite his/her 

designated sex, fit more accurately into contemporary discussions of transfeminism in which 

trans individuals embody a space “in between” or, rather, outside of a strict gender binary. 

Through a blending of masculine and feminine characteristics, seen in the character’s 

periodically presenting as both masculine and feminine after his/her transition, Orlando blurs the 

categories of male/female, masculine/feminine, and sex/gender which so many of the previous 

readings of the novel rely on. Examining the ways in which Orlando’s gender embodiment and 

Woolf’s unique presentation of temporality aligns with those described in transgender 

autobiographies and other trans texts, I attempt to reveal the truly subversive nature of Woolf’s 

work, as throughout the novel the main character often abandons the gender binary altogether 

and embodies a fluctuating and unique gender presentation. Further, Woolf’s entanglement of 

non-normative temporality and non-normative gender presentation works toward an expanding 

 
1 See Kirstie Blair, “Gypsies and Lesbian Desire” and Karen R. Lawrence, “Orlando’s Voyage Out” 
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understanding of non-linear gender temporalities, particularly within narratives of gender 

transition.  

While contemporary critics initially disregarded Woolf’s Orlando as a playful attempt at 

fantasy or, as Cervetti (1996: 171) has noted, a form of “therapy, a ‘love letter’ or a tribute to 

Vita Sackville-West,” towards the end of the 20th century, critics began to recognize the novel’s 

subversive political power. As feminist theory has continued to question and pressure binaries, 

especially the sex/gender binary, Orlando became a model for the transgressive potential of 

dissolving the male/female binary, with Karyn Z. Sproles (2006: 87) applauding “Orlando’s 

insistent distinction between sex, gender, and sexuality” as “deliberately subversive.” In more 

recent discussions of the novel and trans theory, critics like Pamela L. Caughie and Jessica 

Berman interrogate and expand upon the use of trans in relation to the novel. In her article 

examining temporality in modernist life writing, Caughie (2013: 502) comments on the trans-

ness of Orlando’s narrative in relation to the narrative structure of “trans life writing,” claiming 

the novel fits into the category of “transgenre,” meaning “narratives treating transgender lives 

that transfigure conventions of narrative diegesis.” Berman (2017) similarly examines the prefix 

“trans” as she asks in her title “Is the Trans in Transnational the Trans in Transgender?” which 

serves to examine Orlando’s transition in relation to “his/her transnational movement” through a 

post-colonial reading. While these critical interventions have brought discussions of Orlando 

forward into the realm of trans theory, I aim to further analyze Woolf’s novel as a text filled with 

subversive potential by examining both Orlando’s magical transition and the character’s 

existence outside of linear temporality in relation to the material aspects of trans autobiography 

and theory.  
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As sophisticated as they may be, even early critics focus primarily on the changes in 

clothing in the novel.2 Though Gilbert and Gubar (1989: 344), like Sproles, recognize the 

subversive quality of Orlando’s gender fluidity, they claim “Orlando, a work that is nominally 

about a transsexual, depicts transsexualism through witty costume change rather than through 

actual physical transformations” and refer to Orlando as “no more than a transvestite” 

demonstrating the tendency for late 20th century feminists to align Orlando with transsexuality. 

In the same volume, the two theorists recognize individuals who, like Orlando, do not fit into 

typical, societally constructed notions of gender, writing, “[w]hether… these women produced 

exuberant fantasies about gender fluidity…or whether…they actually believed themselves to 

have a gender identity at odds with their anatomy, all were defying the conflation of sex roles 

and sex organs that many of their male contemporaries sought to enforce” demonstrating the 

subversive quality texts like Orlando and the characters it narrates hold (Gilbert and Gubar 1989: 

327). Despite the valuable recognition of the text’s subversive feminist qualities, however, very 

little discussion of Orlando exists that goes beyond a recognition of such fluidity between sex, 

gender, and sexuality and fully engages transgender and transfeminist theory and narratives. To 

fully grasp the subversive potential of the text in terms of gender embodiment and its relation to 

nonnormative temporality, there remains connections to be made utilizing more contemporary 

theories.  

Transfeminism combines transgender theory and feminist theory, recognizing the mutual 

efforts and goals of each to break down binaries and to challenge expectations of masculinity and 

femininity along with the continued push against societal constructions of sex and gender. In her 

“Transfeminist Manifesto,” Emi Koyama (2001) describes transfeminism as “primarily a 

 
2 See Nancy Cervetti, “In the Breeches, Petticoats, and Pleasures of ‘Orlando’” and, more recently, Ahmed 
Banisalamah, "Fashioning Orlando: Fantastic Irony and Gender Performativity in Virginia Woolf's Orlando." 
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movement by and for trans women who view their liberation to be intrinsically linked to the 

liberation of all women and beyond.” The goal of the movement is to recognize the ways in 

which the link between the two areas “extends and advances feminism as a whole through our 

own liberation and coalition work with all others” (Koyama 2001). Despite internal tensions, the 

overlap of transgender and feminist theory is recognized by many scholars, including Anne 

Finne Enke (2012: 1), who in the editor’s introduction of Transfeminist Perspectives in and 

beyond Transgender and Gender Studies states “feminist and transgender studies are intimately 

connected to one another in their endeavor to analyze epistemologies and practices that produce 

gender.” Transfeminist scholars have worked to expand the definition of trans beyond its 

connection to transsexual, in which it typically denotes a “cross gender identity” or a desire to 

transition from one side of the gender binary to another (Enke 2012: 19). Both the terms 

transgender, introduced into widespread use in the early 1990s (Williams 2017: 232), and the 

newer standalone ‘trans’ indicate a broader understanding of  gender variance, acting as umbrella 

terms for “[a]n ever expanding social category that incorporates the broadest possible range of 

gender nonconformity for the purposes of movement building, organizing, and social-service 

recognition…this may include transsexuals, transvestites, cross-dressers, female and male 

impersonators…[etc]” (Enke 2012: 18-19). Expanding this definition allows for a more inclusive 

understanding of individuals who embody gender between or outside of a strict gender binary, 

providing visibility to trans identified individuals who do not identify as transsexual, but also do 

not embody gender within the binary categories of male or female. 

 Recognizing the existence of such fluid, non-binary embodiments in fiction, as in 

Orlando, allows not only for a deeper understanding of the relationship between nonnormative 

gender and temporality, but also provides a possible precedent to build a queer history of 
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alternative embodiments. Transfeminism, itself, allows for a recognition of the feminist and 

subversive aspects of Woolf’s text while also pushing the boundaries of femininity, masculinity, 

and the gender binary in general. As an interdisciplinary endeavor, transfeminist theory provides 

room for the intersections of gender, sexuality, and embodiment in ways previously unexplored. 

Orlando and Trans Autobiography 

Approaching Orlando through transfeminism’s definition of trans text stretches ideas of 

gender and embodiment within the novel beyond a strict male/female binary and allows the work 

to be read as a multi-layered trans text. Woolf presents not only a trans character, Orlando, but 

utilizes form and time in ways that could similarly be read as trans. M. Keith Booker (1991: 164) 

comments on Orlando’s unique form, claiming, “[i]f Orlando as a character continually 

oversteps the categorical boundaries of gender, Orlando as a book refuses to settle within the 

categorical boundaries of genre.” As fictional biography, Orlando fits into the category of 

transgenre, one often discussed in transgender and transfeminist theory in association with Leslie 

Feinberg’s Stone Butch Blues, which has been discussed as a sort of fictional autobiography in 

the work of Jay Prosser and Anika Stafford. Both authors draw attention to the autobiographical 

style of the novel, as Prosser (1998: 178) explains, “[a]lthough not a transsexual autobiography, 

Stone Butch Blues does not abandon but refigures the conventions of transsexual 

autobiographies” and Stafford (2012: 309) draws attention to the similarities between the main 

character’s experiences and Feinberg’s: “The book is often constructed as autobiography. The 

author’s biography on the back of the book stresses the similarities between the life events of the 

author and that of the main character.” Much like Woolf utilizes the biographical form to present 

the fictional life of Orlando, Feinberg utilizes the form of trans autobiography to tell the story of 

the fictional Jess, who Prosser (1998: 178;187) claims “choo[ses]…an incoherently sexed body 
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in an uneasy borderland between man and woman in which she fails to pass as either” making 

“the fantastic transformation, the intermediate space of crossing, her lived reality.” The 

categorization of Feinberg’s novel as “fictional autobiography” stems from the similarities 

between Feinberg’s own life and Jess’ experiences explored in the book.  

Woolf’s Orlando, in fact, shares similarities with many transgender narratives – both 

autobiographical and more theoretical works. These similarities not only draw attention to the 

existence of similar temporal, social, and political issues surrounding gender in the modern era, 

but also provide an interesting context through which to read the novel itself as a “trans” text 

which pushes back against the period’s gender rigidity through the character’s own gender 

instability. In Trans Liberation: Beyond Pink or Blue, Feinberg (1998: 1) describes hirself as “a 

human who would rather not be addressed as Ms. or Mr., ma’am or sir…a person who faces 

almost an insurmountable difficulty when instructed to check off an ‘F’ or ‘M’ box on 

identification papers.” Throughout the book, which contains a mix of speeches given by 

Feinberg on different occasions and personal anecdotes from other trans individuals, Feinberg 

gives insight into hir own gender embodiment and provides a glimpse of the multiplicity within 

the trans community and the space it provides for people like Deirdre Sinnot, who shares that, 

like Orlando in Woolf’s novel, “[m]y gender expression goes in cycles…When I first heard the 

term transgendered I thought ‘Oh that’s it. It fits” (Feinberg 1998: 145). Feinberg’s multiple 

books sharing hir and others’ trans experience are just a few among the increasingly popular 

category of transgender autobiography.  

The role of autobiography within transgender theory should not be ignored or 

underestimated as it is through such writing and sharing of personal narratives that transgender 

individuals were given voices and increased recognition in the public and political spheres. 
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Unlike other realms of theory, the personal and political very often overlap in important and 

undeniable ways within feminist and transgender theory, and therefore in transfeminism. Though 

Orlando lives in the realm of fictional biography, utilizing transgender autobiography to conduct 

a trans reading of the novel reveals interesting overlaps that could help illuminate Orlando’s 

ambiguously gendered experience. In its own mixture of autobiography and theoretical 

questioning of gender, Kate Bornstein’s Gender Outlaw: On Men, Women, and The Rest of Us 

reveals the author’s gender nonconforming identity as Bornstein (2016: xiv) writes, “[m]y 

experience of gender…was that I experienced myself as not-man, not-woman…Today, tens of 

thousands of people…use words that describe precisely who they are: femme-identified 

nonbinary trans, or gender nonconforming…and so forth.” Revisiting Orlando’s transformation 

scene, and his/her vacillation between masculine and feminine afterward, through the possibility 

of existing between and beyond a strict male/female binary as presented in Feinberg and 

Bornstein’s texts challenges previous claims about Orlando’s gender and his/her categorization 

as transsexual or, as Gilbert and Gubar (1989: 344) claim, “no more than a transvestite.”  

While the biographer declares that Orlando is a woman after the character’s second long 

sleep, the narration never precisely mentions an actual physical transformation, instead 

suggesting a radical change, by which the man, now presumably turned woman, is rather 

unsurprised. Immediately following Orlando’s transformation, Woolf (1928: 137-138) writes, 

“[h]e stretched himself. He rose. He stood upright in complete nakedness before us, and while 

the trumpets pealed Truth! Truth! Truth! We have no choice left but confess – he was a woman” 

before explaining “[h]is form combined into one the strength of a man and a woman’s grace.” 

Orlando’s lack of reaction, as the narrator states s/he “looked himself up and down in a long 

looking glass, without showing any signs of discomposure, and went, presumably, to his bath” 
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suggests a certain level of familiarity with the femininity within (now) herself (Woolf 1928: 

138). In response to Orlando’s calm demeanor, the biographer suggests her actions “might 

indeed have been thought to show tokens of premeditation,” again suggesting Orlando’s 

familiarity with the co-mingling of both masculinity and femininity within his/her body and 

mind (Woolf 1928: 139).  

 While the transformation could be argued to fit into the established category of 

transsexuality, in which Orlando’s transformation would be a single, static, crossing from male 

to female sex, the text continually suggests a more fluid and elastic embodiment of gender. 

Further on in the post-transformation scene, Woolf (1928: 138) writes, “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.” Viewing Orlando under the umbrella term of trans, rather than transsexual, allows 

further recognition of his/her vacillation between the masculine and feminine, at times presenting 

as female and others as male.  

Similarly, while the narrative suggests that Orlando is now a woman, in viewing sex and 

gender as nonbiologically determined, an argument could be made that though the biographer 

proclaims Orlando a woman, as does the law later in the novel, this ultimately does not reveal 

whether the character’s physical form was altered in any way. Discussing Orlando as a 

transsexual, then, perhaps too quickly equates sex and gender with biology, taking the statement 

of Orlando being a woman to mean that his/her physical form was changed from that which 

society typically reads as male to female. The distinction provided between transsexual, 

transgender, and the larger category of trans highlights Orlando’s lack of desire for physical 

change predating his/her transformation. Without the narrative providing insight into whether 
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Orlando desired to physically alter his form to embody the opposite sex, it is difficult to place 

him/her comfortably into the category of transsexual; doing so would be to ignore the 

psychological and emotional realities of transsexual individuals who desire such surgical 

intervention to aid them in shaping their physical body to their body image.  

Orlando continues to embody a sort of ambiguous and fluid gender until the start of the 

Victorian period. After declaring Orlando’s newfound existence as a woman, the Biographer 

states, “Orlando had now washed, and dressed herself in those Turkish coats and trousers which 

can be worn indifferently by either sex,” and it is in these ambiguously gendered clothes she 

remains until she decides to return to England (Woolf 1928: 139). Upon leaving the “gypsies” 

and boarding the ship back to her native land, Woolf (1928: 153) explains, “Orlando had bought 

herself a complete outfit of such clothes as women then wore… It is a strange fact… that up to 

this moment she had scarcely given her sex a thought. Perhaps the Turkish trousers, which she 

had hitherto worn had done something to distract her thoughts.” Orlando’s return to the 

structured society in England, which enforces the categorization of gender into a male/female 

binary, causes her to embody a more feminine form of dress and behavior than was required 

among the Roma whose gender allegedly differs very little between the sexes. Woolf does not 

completely lock Orlando into a feminine embodiment, however, as the text declares “it would 

seem from some ambiguity in her terms that she was censuring both sexes equally, as if she 

belonged to neither; and indeed, for the time being she seemed to vacillate; she was man; she 

was woman; she knew the secrets, shared the weaknesses of each” (Woolf 1928: 158). During 

the journey on the Enamoured Lady3, Orlando aligns with Feinberg and Bornstein’s claims of 

being neither man nor woman but sharing knowledge of both.  

 
3 The name of the ship upon which Orlando returns to England, The Enamoured Lady, appears to be largely 
symbolic as, during her time on board, she finds herself playing the role of a proper English lady for the first time as 
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Despite the rigidity of England’s gender expectations, Orlando still manages to fluctuate 

between masculine and feminine as the narration describes her changing between feminine, 

masculine, and androgynous clothing in order travel among different areas of society. Woolf 

(1928: 168) explains the ambiguity of Orlando’s gender presentation stating, “[t]hus it was in a 

highly ambiguous condition, uncertain whether she was alive or dead, man or woman…she had 

the Law’s permission to reside in a state of incognito or incognita as the case might turn out to 

be.” Orlando’s “ambiguous condition” in the eyes of the law only becomes furthered as her 

vacillation between female and male – usually designated by Woolf through change in dress – 

causes confusion even for the narrator of the novel and those closest to the main character. 

Orlando performs such shifts in gender embodiment, which Woolf demonstrates through 

his/her change in clothing, on multiple occasions; so much so that the Biographer must explain 

the murkiness of records relating to the character at the time, stating, “[w]hat makes the task of 

identification still more difficult is that she found it convenient at this time to change frequently 

from one set of clothes to another…She had, it seems, no difficulty in sustaining the different 

parts, for her sex changed far more frequently than those who have worn only one set of clothing 

can conceive” (Woolf 1928: 221). Though Woolf uses the term “sex” and represents the change 

of identification through a change in clothing, Orlando’s gender presentation continues to bounce 

between masculine and feminine depending on the day and occasion. The character’s fluid 

gender moves beyond the commonly expected movement of gender ascribed to transsexual 

subjects by often harmful medical discourse.  

 
she “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” before embarking. Further, Woolf explains, “it was not until she felt the coil of skirts about 
her legs and the Captain offered, with the greatest politeness, to have an awning spread for her on deck that she 
realised, with a start the penalties and the privileges of her position” (153). Both the return to England and the 
presence of an English Captain quite literally place Orlando in the role of playing “The Enamoured Lady.” 
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Regardless of Orlando having “become a woman,” per the biographer’s previous 

declaration, the character’s gender does not remain rigid – his/her vacillation between masculine 

and feminine are seen in his excursions into the city. After some time back in her home country, 

Orlando is seen “open[ing] a cupboard in which hung still many of the clothes she had worn as a 

young man of fashion…cho[osing] a black velvet suit richly trimmed with Venetian lace” which 

“ fitted her to perfection and dressed in it she looked the very figure of a noble Lord” (Woolf 

1928: 215). While dressed as a “noble lord,” the character meets and flirts with a young woman 

as the narrator expresses, “[t]o feel her hanging lightly yet like a suppliant on her arm, roused in 

Orlando all the feelings which become a man. She looked, she felt, she talked like one…she 

suspected that the girl’s timidity and her hesitating answers and the very fumbling with the key 

in the latch and the fold of her cloak and the droop of her wrist were all put on to gratify her 

masculinity” (Woolf 1928: 217). Here, Orlando presents and passes as a man, as demonstrated 

through his/her clothing (gender presentation) and the behavior of the woman he/she courts.  

Not until the dawn of the Victorian Era is Orlando’s gender fluidity further challenged, as 

it is left to the English judicial system to decide both the state of Orlando’s estate and to define 

his/her ambiguous and fluctuating gender once and for all.  Here, as in other places throughout 

the novel, the ruling of the law greatly impacts Orlando’s ability to exist as a citizen and to retain 

his/her inheritance, including Orlando’s aristocratic title and family estate. It is also worth noting 

here that while Woolf allows Orlando to keep the family estate in the fictional imagining of Vita 

Sackville-West’s life, the real woman was not given the same privilege. Though the “law” 

eventually declares Orlando to be female, the fictional character retains their title and returns to 

their family’s large estate without much fuss. Sackville-West, however, like her close ancestor 

Anne Clifford, was ultimately denied the inheritance of her family estate Knole despite having 
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grown up on the property and being the direct heir via her father. Mihoko Sizuku (2001) 

discusses Clifford’s legal proceedings in her attempt to regain her estate, drawing connections 

between the early modern woman and her Modern descendent. Sizuku (2001: 227) argues that 

“[f]or Clifford’s twentieth-century editor…Clifford provided an example of a woman who was 

denied inheritance because of her gender,” an occurrence that was not uncommon even in the 

transition between the Victorian and Modern eras. 

In spite of an entail established by Edward II which required all Clifford titles and estates 

to be inherited by direct descendants regardless of gender, Anne Clifford was denied her title and 

inheritance in favor of her uncle Francis Clifford (Sizuku 2001: 196). Though her father, George, 

Third Earl of Cumberland, broke the law in passing her inheritance to Francis, Anne’s attempts 

to regain her estate through legal methods failed as “James judged against her, and she was 

disinherited despite her withholding of consent to the settlement” and was unable to regain her 

title and estates until “thirty-eight years later, after the death of Francis and his son Henry” as her 

father had claimed the inheritance would “revert to her if Francis’ male line failed” (Sizuku 

2001: 196). Clifford’s legal struggle to regain her rightful inheritance demonstrates the same 

difficulty faced by Sackville-West in her desire to inherit her childhood home Knole. In what 

Sizuku (2001: 227) refers to as “an uncanny repetition of Clifford’s predicament,” the estate was 

placed under the control of her uncle and then her male cousin. Both Clifford and Vita Sackville-

West viewed their estates with much love and value, not unlike Orlando. Unlike Orlando in 

his/her fictional world created by Woolf, however, due to legal constraints on female inheritance, 

neither of these women were permitted by the law to legally inherit what they viewed as 

rightfully theirs. Though the power of the law can be seen in the novel as Orlando must wait in 
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ambiguity and suspense regarding the ruling of both her “sex” and her inheritance, the character 

retains a level of privilege unseen in his/her real-life counterpart. 

The impact of strict Victorian ideas of gender are seen even earlier in the novel as, before 

any legal declaration, the Biographer shares, “[i]f we compare the picture of Orlando as a man 

with that of Orlando as a woman we shall see that…there are certain changes. The man has his 

hand free to seize his sword; the woman must use hers to keep the satins from slipping from her 

shoulders” along with other similarly gendered changes in embodiment (Woolf 1928: 188). As 

England moves from the eighteenth to the nineteenth century, the societal construction of gender 

begins to weigh on Orlando and interfere with her previously “vacillating” embodiment of 

masculinity and femininity, which the Biographer demonstrates in the strictly stereotypically 

gendered descriptions of Orlando’s perceived “changes” when comparing pictures.  

Much like Feinberg and Bornstein, Orlando’s narrative and post-transition embodiment 

of gender does not fit into the typical timeline of transsexual transition. Both authors argue 

against such a linear progression timeline which pressures trans individuals to exist within a 

binary understanding of sex and gender. Though the novel may end with Orlando seemingly 

giving in to heteronormative expectations – getting married, having children, etc. – the multiple 

ways in which the character embodies and queers gender, along with the ways Woolf 

manipulates time, throughout remains important. Placing Orlando’s extended transition narrative 

in conversation with trans narratives and autobiographies, like those published by Bornstein and 

Feinberg, pushes examinations of Orlando beyond the constricting form of a gender binary and 

into the realm of the more inclusive trans. Further, these pairings draw attention to the temporal 

similarities regarding the non-linearity of transition timelines, as demonstrated through 

Orlando’s vacillation between gender presentation following his/her miraculous “transition.”  
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The scene which reveals the judicial system’s legal decision and announcement of 

Orlando’s sex resonates with Feinberg’s experience in obtaining a passport and dealing with 

other legal instances in which one must declare their sex. Feinberg (1998: 1), “a person who 

faces almost an insurmountable difficulty when instructed to check off an ‘F’ or ‘M’ box on 

identification papers” must similarly rely on the government to advise hir how sie must identify 

in order to be seen as a valid citizen. Feinberg (1998: 20) describes hir dilemma, explaining “I 

called the State Department official in charge of the categories on passports and asked her what 

transgender people like myself were supposed to do” to which the official responded that unless 

Feinberg had documentation confirming that sie was a transsexual man, sie must check the 

Female box on hir legal papers despite identifying outside the binary and presenting more 

masculine. 

Neither Feinberg nor Orlando have much say in how they are identified or read in the 

eyes of the law, as upon receiving the decision from the legal trial that would decide both the 

status of her estate and her fluctuating gender/sex, Orlando anxiously searches the document as 

Woolf (1928: 255) writes, “‘…Sex? Ah! What about Sex? My sex,’ she read out with some 

solemnity, ‘is pronounced indisputably, and beyond the shadow of a doubt…Female” Following 

the legal declaration of her “Female” sex, Orlando, who until this point existed somewhat outside 

the heteronormative temporal expectations of marriage, children, and family, fully bends to the 

“indominable spirit of the age,” seeming to no longer fluctuate between masculine and feminine 

as often or as freely as before the intervention of English law (Woolf 1928: 244).  

Orlando and Trans Temporality 

Throughout many of her modernist works, Woolf morphs normative forms of 

temporality, often utilizing the form of her novels to bring attention to the fracture of identity and 
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temporality in post-WWI era England. Time remains, undoubtedly, a concept of interest in many 

of Woolf’s works and one often discussed in Woolf criticism. Many of Woolf’s novels display 

an interesting use or manipulation of time, as seen in To the Lighthouse’s three sections; two of 

which take place over the course of a day while the ten years or so that separate them is 

condensed into twenty pages. In Orlando, on the other hand, Woolf manages to fit nearly four 

centuries into just over three-hundred pages – with Orlando only reaching middle age in the 

process. Beyond providing a unique look into the history of England by creating a character 

through which she can explore centuries of bourgeoisie experience in both masculine and 

feminine, public and private spheres, Woolf’s use of temporality, paired with Orlando’s 

vacillation between a feminine and masculine presentation, opens a productive conversation 

regarding the non-linearity of trans existence when paired with texts that discuss temporality as 

often experienced by trans identifying individuals.  

Woolf (1928: 98) further demonstrates her unique understanding of temporality within 

Orlando as the biographer comments on the seemingly non-linearity of time stating, “…Time, 

unfortunately… has no such simple effect upon the mind of man…An hour…be stretched to fifty 

or a hundred times its clock length; on the other hand, an hour may be accurately represented on 

the timepiece of the mind by one second,” a phenomena she states “deserves fuller 

investigation.” Alongside Woolf’s call for an investigation of how time exists and functions 

subjectively in the mind of man, an investigation of time and its expected temporal linearity also 

begs further research, specifically in the way such expectations affect Orlando within the text 

and how such an examination can extend to other individuals who do not experience or embody 

expected linear progression narratives. Throughout the novel, Woolf’s manipulation of 

temporality – most notedly in Orlando’s extended lifetime – also allows the character to break 
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free of several the gender and sexual norms of the time. Viewing the ways in which such a break 

from temporality also leads to a break from binary gender can help illuminate the interactions of 

trans temporality and non-linear transition timelines.  

Furthering a reading of Orlando as a trans text beyond containing a trans narrative, the 

novel also fits into descriptions of what Judith (Jack) Halberstam has come to refer to as “queer 

time,” or temporality, and transgender theorists have expanded to include transgender 

temporalities as well. Halberstam coined “queer temporality” as an attempt to differentiate 

between normative and non-normative timelines experienced by queer individuals. His 

conception of queer time pushes back against societal and heteronormative expectations as he 

explains, “‘[q]ueer time’ is a term for those specific models of temporality that emerge within 

postmodernism once one leaves the temporal frames of bourgeois reproduction and family, 

longevity, risk/safety, and inheritance” (Halberstam 2005: 6). Halberstam’s work on the topic 

focuses mainly on the ways in which many queer individuals exist outside these societal bounds, 

in a sense queering the temporal expectations placed upon individuals to work toward creating a 

family and ensuring their safety. Born from a similar vein, trans temporality, though a newer 

critical concept, has begun to gain ground among those who have experienced different timelines 

than the normative, progressive, linear timelines placed upon them by society. Rather than 

focusing on queering timelines of reproduction and longevity, however, transgender and 

transfeminist scholars have utilized trans temporality discourse to examine the expectations and 

realities of trans individuals and their transitions, or existence outside of a linear timeline of 

transition.  

Much of the work surrounding the relatively new sense of trans temporality focuses on 

the perceived and medically enforced narrative of transition which pressures trans individuals to 
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follow a linear progression of transition. Such a linear narrative of transition reinforces binary 

conceptions of gender, creating a straight timeline from born sex to desired sex – presumably 

MtF and FtM- in which one static transition occurs. In 2017, Somatechnics released a special 

issue discussing different forms of Trans Temporalities in which the editors refer to conception 

of linear transition as a “common transsexual trope regarding transition as a form of 

homecoming or a linear progression from one sex to another” and ultimately reinforcing a 

“coming home” narrative often seen in “Western expectation[s] of linear progression” (Fisher et 

al. 2017). Previous criticism, such as Gilbert and Gubar and other feminist readings of the text, 

as mentioned earlier, which discuss Orlando’s transition as linear and static risk falling into the 

harmful discourse that aligns with Western ideas of linear progression.  Instead, examining 

Orlando’s unique relationship with gender and temporality in relation to real-life discussions of 

trans temporality can help further an understanding of how connections between gender 

expression, transition, and alternative temporality can begin to break down harmful projections 

of linear transition timelines and expectations. 

As a character, Orlando can be discussed in relation to both queer and trans time as 

he/she disrupts both the linearity of the progressive transition narrative and the heteronormative 

timeline of reproduction and survival. Scholars, such as Pamela L. Caughie, have begun to 

examine the role of temporality in the novel as it relates to trans subjectivity, specifically, in 

Caughie’s case, the potential for a metaphoric use of transsexuality to better create a form of life 

writing to accurately capture trans experience. Caughie (2013: 503) draws attention to the 

uniqueness of trans narratives in their temporality, stating that “transsexual life writing…disrupts 

conventions of narrative logic by defying pronomial stability, temporal continuity, and natural 

progression,” adopting the term transgenre here from the French to refer to “narratives treating 
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transgender lives that transfigure conventions of narrative diegesis.” Though Caughie uses the 

term “transgenre” differently than others within the field of transfeminism, the adoption of the 

term and the recognition of a break from normative narrative through an alteration of normative 

temporality furthers the need for a re-examination of Orlando through new conceptions of trans 

temporality. By placing the main character’s experience with gender fluidity and disruption of 

the linear temporality of transition in conversation with current trans narratives one can begin to 

examine the ways in which Woolf’s play with temporality and gender can be brought forward 

and discussed in light of new research and theory.   

Orlando experiences various forms of non-normative temporality, from Woolf’s 

collapsing and expanding of narrative time to his/her own break from a linear, progressive 

timeline as his/her gender vacillates. Before the mystical transition scene in Turkey, Orlando, a 

nobleman of “at the age of thirty, or thereabouts,” spent a large amount of his life as a reclusive 

writer in England, only putting his trust in “dogs, and nature; an elkhound and a rose bush” 

(Woolf 1928: 97). While in this state, the biographer describes the character’s cyclical habits, 

explaining that he did the same thing every day and nothing changed: “a conclusion…might have 

been reached more quickly by the simple statement that ‘Time passed’…and nothing whatever 

happened.” Woolf utilizes this passing of time, with a statement which, incidentally, recalls the 

“Time Passes” section of To the Lighthouse, to draw the biographer into a sort of monologue on 

the function of time and how the subjective experience of time can appear non-linear and 

entangled. 

 In her discussion of temporality as it relates to Orlando’s life and subjective experience 

of time, Woolf begins to critically examine and deconstruct a concept of universal, linear 

temporality across all spheres. As Orlando remains in his solitude and finds himself “confronted 
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by problems which have puzzled the wisest of men,” he finds that “his whole past, which seemed 

to him of extreme length and variety, rushed into the falling second, swelled it a dozen times its 

natural size, coloured it all the tints of the rainbow and filled it with all the odds and ends in the 

universe” (Woolf 1928: 99). As a result, Woolf (1928: 99) explains, “it would be no 

exaggeration to say that he would go out after breakfast a man of thirty and come home to dinner 

a man of fifty-five at least. Some weeks added a century to his age, others no more than three 

seconds at most.” Individuals, as shown through Orlando, do not always experience time linearly 

– the past comes forward through memory, time passes more quickly or slowly for some than 

others, trauma and other forms of temporal disruptions alter one’s concept of time and create a 

complex system of temporality. Though Woolf clearly exaggerates such a concept of subjective 

time in her fictional autobiography, stretching her main character’s life over centuries, the work 

begins to break down concepts of linear progressive time.  

Beyond exhibiting a critical conception of subjective temporality, Woolf’s work could 

also be viewed as breaking down both heteronormative temporality and conceptions of transition 

as a linear, progressive process with a definitive beginning and end, a start and an end goal. 

Following Orlando’s mystical transition from man to woman, he/she breaks from the normative 

expectations of either sex, escaping from Turkey and living amongst a group of “gypsies”, a 

people who are generally viewed as outside of society and, therefore, already represent a break 

from societal expectations of heteronormative temporality. Further, as Orlando returns to 

England, he/she continues to vacillate between masculine and feminine gender expression, 

essentially passing as each gender based on clothing choice. This vacillation not only demarcates 

Orlando’s existence as a trans subject, but also demonstrates an alternative transition timeline – 

one which is often mirrored in modern trans narratives that aim to push against a trope of 
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transition existing within linear temporality. If critically examined and placed into conversation 

with today’s trans narratives, Orlando’s subjective experience of time – examined above – and 

non-linear transition from male to female, seen in his/her continued vacillation, can serve to 

further dismantle the concept of linear temporality that Woolf herself attempted to examine and 

critique in her own work regarding the view of subjective time. 

It is worth noting here that though the character Orlando’s temporal existence falls into 

the category of queer time, Woolf’s character has a unique experience regarding his/her status, 

wealth, family, and inheritance. Orlando begins the story a young man of British aristocracy and 

is left a massive British estate – an estate which continuously stands for and highlights the 

character’s lineage and tradition – providing the character a privilege not often afforded within 

trans life narratives.4 Despite the confusion regarding her sex and legal status in London upon 

her return – Woolf (1928: 168) explains “the chief charges against her were…that she was dead, 

and therefore could not hold any property whatsoever…[or] that she was a woman, which 

amounts to much the same thing” – Orlando’s large estate remains intact and welcomes her 

home without question of her identity or lineage. As the character returns to the estate even the 

deer welcomed her home as “some tossed their antlers, others pawed the ground…one, it is said, 

actually knelt in the snow before her” and before she herself could open the door “both wings of 

the great door were flung open, and there…were…a whole retinue of servants come to greet her” 

(1928: 169). Orlando’s estate and its inhabitants do not adhere to the same specifications and 

rules as British Law and, therefore, the home becomes a haven, symbolic of tradition and 

 
4. Examples of aristocratic cross-dressing – or possible trans aristocracies – can be seen in the lives of Lord 

Arthur Clinton and Ernest Boulton and Frederick Park. Much like Orlando following his/her return to London, 
Boulton and Park frequently attended events in both masculine and feminine clothing. See Roger Baker, et al. and 
Charles Upchurch for further discussions of Boulton and Park. 
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lineage.5 It is important to recognize how this privilege and power effects Orlando’s decisions, 

freedom, and ability to present as feminine or masculine throughout the story, particularly as one 

examines the novel alongside autobiographical trans narratives. 

 While Jennifer Mitchell (2019: 163) also looks at Orlando and queer time, she argues 

that while pre-marriage, Orlando’s experience with time and gender fluidity accurately falls into 

Jack Halberstam’s theorization of queer time, through Orlando’s marriage near the end of the 

novel, she is torn out of queer time and can no longer access the “radical sexual and gendered 

possibility that is made explicit through [her] fantastic transformation.” By bending to what the 

biographer calls “the indomitable nature of the spirit of the age” which urges her to marry, 

Mitchell (2019: 163) argues, “Orlando’s queer subjectivity practically admits defeat.” While 

Halberstam’s description of queer time stands in opposition to a heteronormative linear timeline 

of progression, to state that Orlando’s marriage to Shelmerdine negates Orlando’s queer 

subjectivity seems to ignore the fact that trans individuals can also marry and have children, 

though their timeline may not completely align with heteronormative suggestions. 

 Further, the act of marriage, though pressured upon Orlando by the expectations of 

society during the Victorian period, does not negate her history as a man, nor her transformation, 

nor erase her previous interactions with queer temporality. Even after her marriage, as far into 

the novel as the “present day,” Orlando still experiences queer time, as, “the seventeenth century, 

with its sex change, offers Orlando a new kind of adolescence, comically marking a moment of 

sexual transformation and self-realization, while the eighteenth century represents her ostensible 

(that is, what should be her) ‘young ladyhood’,” demonstrating the non-normative timeline of 

 
5. Orlando describes the house to the Roma during her stay as Woolf writes, “she could not help with some 

pride describing the house where she was born, how it had 365 bedrooms and had been in the possession of her 
family for four or five hundred years” (147). Earlier, upon looking at his estate “Orlando thought…here have lived 
for centuries the generations of my own obscure family” (106). 
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Orlando’s “woman hood” (Gilbert and Gubar: 1989: 41). To state that following marriage 

Orlando’s “queer subjectivity practically admits defeat” echoes the problematic claims of past 

medical discourse that once transsexual individuals undergo Gender Confirmation Surgery, they 

are no longer trans subjects. Caughie (2013: 44) similarly comments on the negative effects of 

“the strictly teleological narrative of transition” pointing to the need for “trans people [to] fit the 

narrative of consistent and linear identification toward their affirmed gender” in order to receive 

“lifesaving transition-related medical care.” The pressures present, newly in Woolf’s time and 

commonly today, to conform to a categorical and binary view of gender identification to receive 

medical help and legal protections/rights arise in Orlando in a subtle yet important manner. 

The law’s designation of Orlando as female upon her return to England, paired with 

his/her own anxious desire to know his/her sex, mirrors the experience trans subjects must 

undergo in the eyes of the law and medicine. Following such a legal distinction of sex, the strict 

English law requires Orlando to begin to align herself with a more heteronormative timeline – 

she gets married, has a child, etc. – all in order to retain an identity in the eyes of the law – a law 

which then strips her of her estate and money due to her existence as female. Though not a direct 

correlation, Orlando’s experience with identity, sex, and the pressures of society and the law 

sharply imitate trans experience with harmful medical discourse and the need to conform to a 

specific, binary embodiment of gender within a linear timeline of transition to receive proper 

medical and legal care.  

In queer and trans theory, critiques of such linearity and the narratives or tropes that stem 

from them appear in works of scholars such as Maria Draz and Nael Bhanji, who, along with 
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other critics in trans theory6, examine the multiple and often harmful linear narratives placed 

upon trans individuals by medical and political discourse which aims to pin down gender. Many 

of these tropes serve to “legitimate one’s identity by appealing to the connection between a real 

identity and its persistence across time” and, as Draz (2017: 376) points out, “trans experiences 

of this narrative demonstrate how deeply it is intrenched in the state administration of gender.” 

Those in power attempt to recreate a linear progression narrative in the form of transition in 

order to solidify concrete gender, remove the possibility of difference and “in-between” 

embodiment and, in order to be seen as a valid subject who can receive medical care, trans 

individuals must attempt to fit themselves into such a timeline, one which often does not do 

justice to their experience.  

Following his/her mystical transition from man to woman, Orlando comes to face the 

expectations of linear temporality associated with transition as demonstrated by Woolf’s relaying 

of society’s attempts to pin down Orlando’s gender. After explaining that Orlando’s transition 

was seamless, painless, and complete, as well as the character’s lack of surprise at the change, 

Woolf (1928: 138) writes: 

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 at this moment is a man. Let biologists and psychologists determine. It is 
enough 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.     
 

Both attempted explanations provided by the people working to understand and “prove” one of 

the hypotheses presented unsurprisingly align with the tropes often perpetuated by medico-legal 

discourses which hold that in order to be recognized as a valid subject, one must undergo the 

 
6. See also Jay Prosser Second Skins: “And as a formula that continues to trope transsexuality in its 

medical narrative version, being trapped in the wrong body has become the crux of an authenticating transsexual 
‘rhetoric’: language, narratives, and figures that the subject deploys to obtain access to hormones and surgery” (69).  
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change from one sex to another in a linear progressive fashion and prove, through an extended 

length of time, that one has “always been a woman.” Though in Woolf’s novel, the mystical 

element of Orlando’s transformation obscures any fact of actual physical transformation, the 

societal and legal reaction remains similar to that of the very real, material transitions that have 

occurred since Woolf’s time and onward.  

In “Born This Way? Time and the Coloniality of Gender,” Draz examines the “born this 

way” narrative and how it remains important for trans identity, especially in legal and medical 

realms. Much like English law designates Orlando’s sex to be female, therefore requiring the 

character to embody a more feminine gender expression, a similar influence can be seen in Draz’ 

(2017: 372) explanation of the “born this way” narrative, as she explains it functions as a way to 

“legitimize non-normative genders and sexualities in the United States.” The temporal pressure 

of trans experience presents itself in Draz’ argument through the need for linear progressive 

narratives, often aligning with common tropes, like being “born this way” or “stuck in the wrong 

body,” in order to receive medical care and maintain legal identification.  

Most of the linear narratives and tropes present surgery (the physical transition of 

biological sex) as the ultimate goal for the transsexual in which “sex reassignment surgery is 

considered the hinge upon which the transsexual’s ‘transsex’ turns: the magical moment of ‘sex 

change’” (Prosser 1998: 63). Bhanji (2012: 162) highlights how the transition process, with 

surgery as the ultimate goal and the postoperative transsexual as the true transsexual, has become 

a sort of imperialistic linear progression narrative of assimilation writing: “[t]he push from pre-

op to post-op, from transitioning to transitioned, from transgressive to transfixed, results in the 

transsexual forever rushing onwards to find the space beyond,” which promises a home in one’s 

own skin. The transsexual hierarchy created through such discourse remains problematic and 
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results in the erasure of those who exist between the start and end of the transition narrative: 

those who cannot transition for a multitude of reasons, those who choose not to transition, and 

those who feel their home exists between the pre-/post-op binary.  

A further critique of such medicalized and linear progression discourse can be seen in 

Ace J. Eckstein’s article which examines trans temporality in the context of YouTube transition 

channels. The author examines the unique temporality of these YouTube videos to combat the 

concept of linear transitional temporality and instead introduce a “complex temporality” which 

allows for the creation and embodiment of trans experience separate from medical and 

progressive discourse.  Eckstein confirms that “transition is temporal,” referring to transition as 

“a period in between, a time in flux.” Eckstein (2017:24) recognizes, however, that “transgender 

scholars have troubled normative assumptions about the starting point, ending point, and means 

of transition.” Despite recognizing the work of transgender theorists in defining transgender as 

“movement across a socially imposed boundary away from an unchosen starting place – rather 

than any particular destination” Eckstein (2017: 24-25) draws attention to the “latent and 

unchallenged… presumed linearity” present in transition discourse, particularly in the medical 

discourse mentioned previously. 

Orlando’s non-linear narrative of transition and temporality, seen in Woolf’s collapse of 

time and the main character’s gender fluidity through much of the novel, works to dismantle 

such tropes and demonstrates the power of the legal system to require one to conform to binary 

ideas of gender and heteronormative temporality in order to be a legitimate subject who can exist 

within society. Orlando, I would argue, exists through most of the text as one between or beyond 

the binary presented by such tropes discussed above. Much like those trans individuals who 

share their stories of transition and temporality in Somatechnics, Orlando’s timeline of gender 
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remains non-linear as he/she vacillates between gender embodiment and exists in a non-

normative temporality, both in the sense of existing within queer temporality and within the play 

of time created by Woolf in her stretching of his/her life over centuries.  

Orlando’s non-linear experience of gender and transition reflects the discussions of 

transition timelines found in today’s trans autobiographies and critical transgender discourse. 

While all the narratives shared in Somatechnic’s special issue on Trans Temporality introduce 

individuals who are representative of non-linear transition timelines, Atalia Israeli-Nevo’s 

“Taking (My) Time: Temporality in Transition, Queer Delays and Bring (in the) Present” best 

aligns with the subversive qualities found in Orlando’s refusal to exist within a linear, 

progressive timeline of transition. Israeli-Nevo (2017: 35) acknowledges that “trans temporalities 

are usually embedded with a linear progressive force that is directed from the past to the future. 

Whether embracing a narrative of an ‘extreme’ transformation from one gender to another, or by 

reimagining the past and claiming the aspired gender was ‘always there.’” Throughout her 

article, Israeli-Nevo questions these linear narratives and whether other narratives are possible, 

bringing her own story of transition into the conversation as an example of alternative transition 

temporality.  

Unlike the preconceptions of transition timelines present, especially within the medical 

community, Israeli-Nevo did not immediately begin her physical transition once she came out as 

a trans woman – instead waiting almost a year to begin taking hormones. Although both cis and 

trans individuals were confused and often frustrated by the lack of expected progression in her 

transition timeline, Israeli-Nevo (2017: 38) explains how when she began taking hormones,  “it 

didn’t change [her] body in the ways [she] imagined it would” she writes, “As a trans woman 

who wasn’t born one, I have the privilege of constantly imagining and reimagining my identity 



 
 

27 

and my body, having different imagines of myself which can affect the ways I act and change my 

body in the ‘present tense’.” Israeli-Nevo’s non-linear experience of transition breaks from the 

often-harmful tropes of transition created through medico-legal discourse and reinforced by 

society.  

Like Orlando, Israeli-Nevo’s experience with trans subjectivity and transition does not 

align with these preconceived ideas of temporality. Neither Orlando nor Israeli-Nevo underwent 

“‘extreme’ transformations,” as both embodied a form of “both/and,” or rather an embodiment 

laying outside the binary in which femininity and masculinity comingle in the same being, 

creating a sort of hybrid form of gender expression (Israeli-Nevo 2017: 35). In much the same 

manner, Israeli-Nevo criticizes the tendency for narratives of transition to “reimagine the past,” 

creating a form of revisionist history in which “the aspired gender was ‘always there’.” The 

author uses herself as an example, stating, “as a woman who wasn’t born trans, my trans identity 

took time to settle. It is still settling throughout time, unfolding…this notion of ‘doing identity’ 

in the present and embracing past identities, rather than erasing them, is important when talking 

about trans subjectivity and embodiment” (Israeli-Nevo 2017: 35). Orlando, too, presents as a 

woman who wasn’t born trans as the concept of him/her being “stuck in the wrong body” or 

having always been a woman does not align with his/her narrative – one in which a mystical 

transition occurs without any previous acknowledgement of gender dysphoria or desire to 

transition. As such, he/she is free to mold this new embodiment and identity in the present, 

vacillating between masculinity and femininity as he/she sees fit and feels comfortable, 

ultimately breaking from the linear timeline expected in transition.  

Israeli-Nevo’s call to “embrace past identities, rather than erasing them” also rings true in 

Orlando’s narrative and remains important to his/her embodiment and interaction with the public 



 
 

28 

upon his/her return to England. As stated immediately after Orlando’s transformation, “Orlando 

had become a woman – there is 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…his memory…her memory then, when back through all the events of her 

past life without encountering any obstacle” (Woolf 1928: 138). Orlando’s experience, therefore, 

aligns with Israeli-Nevo’s desire for trans narratives to remain connected between past, present, 

and future rather than creating a fissure upon transition between present self and past self. 

Though Orlando “had become a woman,” she did not lose the memories of being male, nor of 

her past life—demonstrating the ability for a continuous narrative despite the seeming desire by 

some to create such a divide in subjectivity. 

The continuation of history and identity outside of Orlando’s own personal experience 

can be seen in the reaction of her servants as she returns to her home in England following her 

transformation. None of the servants question her new embodiment, as the biographer states, “no 

one showed an instant’s suspicion that Orlando was not the Orlando they had known. If any 

doubt was in the human mind the action of the deer and the dogs would have been enough to 

dispel it, for the dumb creatures…are far better judges of identity and character than we are” 

(Woolf 1928: 170). The only seeming confusion comes from one servant who, “overcome with 

emotion” deal with a form of pronoun confusion as she “could no more than gasp Milord! 

Milady! Milady! Milord!” but even in this confusion, the servant was only happy for her master 

to have returned home (Woolf 1928: 169). Ultimately, Orlando’s return home to his/her massive 

British estate, itself symbolizing linearity, tradition, and family connection, only reinforces the 

character’s history and the willing continuation of said history upon the staff’s warm welcome.  
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Each of the connections made between Orlando’s unique temporality and the non-

linearity of transition narratives work to reveal ways in which non-linear/non-normative 

temporalities break down normative binaries and provide opportunities for gender fluidity 

outside of these binaries. Through the intervention of transfeminist and larger trans theory, critics 

are beginning to recognize the multitude of ways gender can be expressed and embodied, 

particularly among individuals who identify as trans without the desire or means to quickly and 

fully transition from one designated side of the sex binary to the other. By sharing, validating, 

and expanding narratives written by or about individuals who, like Israeli-Nevo, Feinberg, and 

Bornstein, have made space for themselves outside and beyond the gender binary and the 

expected temporality of transition narratives, critics, scholars, and activists can continue working 

toward a wider acceptance of embodiment.  

Conclusion 

Though initially written off by contemporary reviewers as nothing more than a love 

letter, later critics recognized and examined the subversive potential of Woolf’s portrayal of 

gender fluidity – a potential which continues to grow as these examinations extend into the realm 

of temporality and trans theory. Placing Woolf’s novel in conversation with modern trans 

narratives allows one to further explore the connection between non-normative temporality and 

gender expression. In doing so throughout this article, I aim to continue the efforts of previous 

trans scholars as they work to break down linear narratives of progression, specifically as they 

relate to trans individuals and their nuanced transition experiences. 

Viewing Orlando as a multilayered trans text – generically, temporally, and through the 

use of a trans character – allows for the expansion of recognized embodiment, not only in 

bringing attention to the vacillation of gender expression found in and before Woolf’s time, but 
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through bringing new knowledge of gender and trans theory to old expressions of gender 

fluidity. As trans theorists and authors push for recognition and acceptance of their various, non-

normative expressions of gender and temporality, I believe in the importance of using works 

from the past to highlight the previous existence of such embodiments. By doing so, one builds a 

historical record of non-normative individuals – a history that often remains hidden or glossed 

over in the case of queer individuals. Further, recognizing the ways in which temporality and 

gender intertwine in both fiction and nonfiction can serve to elucidate pathways for those who 

are already working toward understanding such a relationship, whether as scholars and theorists 

or as trans individuals searching for alternative ways of embodiment and existence.  

Woolf may not have written Orlando with today’s knowledge and language of gender, 

nor am I arguing that she was fully aware of the variety of gender expression and embodiment 

that was to come. Her work, however, when viewed through the lens of transfeminism and larger 

trans theory, aids in the continued questioning and deconstruction of binary, static, and linear 

progressions of gender. As Woolf, through the character of Orlando, gives fictional life to the 

vacillation of the gender embodiment she saw in her partner Vita Sackville-West, she entangles 

alternative temporality and gender fluidity in such a way that breaks down the pre-existing 

expectations of femininity and masculinity. Orlando, instead, presents an alternative form of 

existence outside of binary gender and heteronormative temporality.  

It remains important, however, that despite Orlando being afforded such a fluid existence, 

Woolf demonstrates the power of law to encroach on an individual’s embodiment of gender and 

its desire, as well as ability, to coerce nonconforming subjects to adhere to binary gender to exist 

as a proper citizen in the eyes of the government. The inability to exist outside the binary within 

a system of government which requires such for identification as a valid citizen remains a theme 
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among trans life narratives – both autobiographical and fictional. Though being born into the 

British aristocracy affords Orlando a privileged connection to wealth, lineage, and tradition that 

other, less privileged trans subjects may not have, the law remains a powerful influence over the 

character. Upon the law’s statement that Orlando’s sex is, according to their ruling, undoubtedly 

female, Woolf demonstrates this power as the character’s fluidity and open vacillation slows and 

she begins to adhere to a more heteronormative timeline – marriage, kids, etc.  

Despite the final heteronormative influence of the law, Orlando represents the 

possibilities of gender embodiment – the coexistence of masculinity and femininity so often 

discussed by Woolf comes to life in her fifth novel in a way even she may not have fully 

understood upon writing. Reading Woolf’s narrative alongside other fictional and 

autobiographical trans narratives demonstrates a continued desire to explore alternative 

temporalities and embodiments, as well as the barriers erected to control such exploration and 

existence. I urge scholars to continue searching and bringing attention to trans narratives, 

whether new or old, to aid in the deconstruction of colonial temporalities of expression. Further, 

one must make a conscious effort to build new, hybrid pathways where individuals can exist in 

their own embodiment of gender and on their own timeline. Without a conscious effort to subvert 

normative gender and temporalities and replace such expectations with a system which allows 

for multiplicity, we are doing a disservice to the trans and other non-normative communities in 

standing by as queer history and embodiment is manipulated and erased through the acts of 

corrupted, colonial power structures. 
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