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  Abstract 
The study focuses on an exploration of the hermaphrodite view displayed in the 
corresponding literary works by Woolf. Additionally, this study intends to conduct 
a thorough analysis of the interrelation of masculinity, femininity, and nature. On 
the grounds of analysis, this study reveals that Woolf’s hermaphrodite view stands 
on the side of both men and women, and strives to maintain a state of balance be-
tween man and woman, human and nature. Woolf aims to explore the ideal rela-
tionship between the genders and the bright future of mankind, and to deconstruct 
the binary opposition in men, women, and nature. Woolf’s intention and emphasis 
on the interrelation of men, women, and ecology have drawn great public attention. 
The significance of this study could be perceived as appealing to society to change 
the inherent ideas of women’s weakness, get rid of the male-centeredness, and ad-
vocate that in the course of achieving balance and harmony between men and 
women, individuals should keep their inner independence and self-integrity. 
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1. Introduction 

Orlando is a book titled after its protagonist by Adeline Verginia Woolf. A Biography is a fantastical novel chroni-
cling the centuries-spanning life of its protagonist, who begins as a young nobleman in the Elizabethan era and mi-
raculously becomes a woman midway through the narrative. Through this extended lifespan and transformation, 
Woolf subverts traditional biography and explores the fluidity of identity, performance of gender roles, and the en-
during nature of the artistic self across history. 

Scholars usually interpret Orlando from the perspective of feminism and gender Performance. Some scholars have 
investigated trans-embodiment and temporality in Orlando through transfeminism (Beers, 2020). Most scholars hold 
a conservative view, that is, they regard Orlando as a reproduction of Woolf’s hermaphrodite poetics. Thus, they 
have explored the hermaphrodite thought contained in the work. Other researchers have explored the formation pro-
cess of intersex personality from the perspective of feminism (Cai & Xie, 2005). There is a dearth of studies that 
explore Orlando’s hermaphroditic views from an ecofeminist standpoint. 

The theory of ecofeminism is adopted as a theoretical guidance in the study of Orlando. Ecofeminism was first 
proposed by Francesca D’Aubonne in 1974. Francesca believes that ecofeminism refers to the direct connection 
between the oppression of nature and the oppression of women, and calls on women worldwide to pay attention to 
the protection of the natural environment and to strive for equal status and opportunities for development. The pur-
pose of the present study is to investigate the hermaphrodite view of Orlando from the perspective of ecofeminism. 
This study could be served as to appeal to the society to change the inherent ideas of women’s weakness, get rid of 
the male-centered thought, and advocate that while achieving balance and harmony between men and women, 
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individuals should keep their inner independence and self-integrity. It could also play a role in showing the im-
portance of deconstructing the binary opposition between humans and nature, men and women, so as to build a 
harmonious society. 

2. Before the Transformation 

Orlando’s life can be divided into two stages: before and after the transformation. Orlando was born a male into a 
noble family with many missions and responsibilities. Queen’s love for Orlando, with a strange imperiousness, deeply 
imprisoned him. In the male-dominated society, Orlando seems to be able to enjoy the dividends brought by times, 
but he is hit by reality repeatedly. In this period of time, Orlando experienced frustrated love, blocked creation, and 
an unfulfilled career. In the following sub-sections, each of them is examined.  

2.1 Frustrated Love 

A young, handsome, promising, and unmarried aristocratic boy is bound to be favored by countless women. Marriage 
in a patriarchal society does not represent love, but a bond to safeguard interests. Orlando was born into nobility. 
Eufussy, the Irish princess, was chosen by the authorities as Orlando’s fiancée because of her noble blood and female 
virtues. But Orlando was not interested in this virtuous fiancée. Sasha, the Russian princess, is a woman he loves and 
hates.  

Sasha was described in the book as “a figure, which, whether boy’s or woman’s, for the loose tunic and trousers 
of the Russian fashion served to disguise the sex, filled him with the highest curiosity. A melon, an emerald, a fox in 
the snow—so he raved, so he called her” (Woolf, 2014). In Woolf’s description, Sasha is more like a fox. Fox is a 
charismatic and mysterious animal with ambiguous sexual characteristics. Woolf implied that the holder of pure 
femininity was single and boring, and only the integration of the two sexes was more attractive. It is Sasha’s neutral 
personal charm that deeply attracts Orlando. Even though Orlando was deeply influenced by English etiquette, he 
remained tolerant of Sasha’s vulgar behavior and inappropriate manners. But an exotic princess was impossible to be 
the wife of Orlando. But he also has a selfish masculinity, and he took Sasha for granted. The words “Come with me! 
You are mine. Because I love you” (Woolf, 2014) do not conceal the dominance and possessiveness of her. But 
Sasha’s spirit is free and spontaneous. As a result, Sasha refuses to elope with Orlando. Perhaps because Orlando 
expected too much and fantasized too much about this relationship, he was disheartened and came to the countryside, 
hoping to get a touch of emotional comfort from nature.  

2.2 Blocked Creation 

After experiencing emotional bruising, Orlando picked up his pen and wanted to express his feelings and find his 
true self in the art world. One day, Orlando invited Mr. Greene, a famous novelist, to direct his writing. But unex-
pectedly, he received an exaggerated satire from Greene. In a fit of rage, Orlando burned all fifty-seven of his poems, 
except the piece on The Old Oak Tree. Greene’s desecration of his talent made Orlando doubtful about the original 
intention of literature and disillusioned him with the literary world.  

Additionally, the whole literary world was full of patriarchal ideas, and the literary works promoted the importance 
of men and minimized the role of women. In a patriarchal society, where artistic aesthetic standards are vulgar and 
uninteresting, sincere poetry is ridiculed as an alternative. Through this space, Woolf criticized the oppression of 
female freedom development by the patriarchal system and the authoritarian system, and encouraged women to in-
corporate their female voices into history through writing, thus realizing their own value (Li, 2020). Woolf used 
Orlando’s depression in the literary world to express his criticism of male chauvinism, suggesting that it is difficult 
to obtain literary achievements from a single male perspective. Orlando’s love of literature reflects that he is more 
emotional than rational, and Woolf’s emphasis on sensibility is actually a call to return to nature. 

2.3 Unfulfilled Career 

Orlando, who has experienced a double whammy of love and creativity, plans to pursue his career. Unlike most of 
the men of that era, who were eager to conquer nature and the world, Orlando always hoped to seek a peaceful and 
happy life for the people through his own rights. Orlando always has a woman’s delicate and soft personality. He 
sympathized with the people’s experience and could not bear to see them live in pain. This is the embodiment of 
Orlando’s hermaphrodite thought.  



Jiayi Yuan 
 

 

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2025.10.024 1979 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science 
 

Orlando’s overall career performance is excellent. Just when things seem to be back on track, there’s often a twist. 
At that time, temporary peace was based on exchanges of economic interest. With the Turkish invasion, Orlando’s 
illusions of peace were shattered. When men in a patriarchal society enjoy the satisfaction brought by privilege, they 
are also firmly bound in the patriarchal framework. Woolf once again emphasizes the importance of equality between 
men and women.  

3. After the Transformation 

A fire puts Orlando in a coma for seven days. On his coming round, he turns out to be a female. In order to make 
Orlando’s gender change seem less abrupt, Woolf set the location of his transition in Turkey Constantinople, a place 
lying at the junction of two continents that has the characteristics of both, while not entirely belonging to either. 
Orlando stood naked in front of the mirror, admiring her own body. Woolf gives a favorable description of the female 
Orlando by saying, “No human being, since the world began, has ever looked more ravishing. His form combined in 
one the strength of a man and a woman’s grace” (Woolf, 2014). Perhaps Woolf does not want people to discuss the 
issue of gender; she repeatedly stresses that the famous English poet Coleridge commended as early as the 18th cen-
tury in The Rime of the Ancient Mariner that a great mind must be androgynous. The influence of female and male 
thinking is not big, but the so-called thinking difference only appears when they are subjected to social discipline.  

Being a ‘she’, Orlando is able to know how difficult it is for women to make a life at that time. This realization 
enables her to tackle problems from a double perspective. This is precisely because Orlando jumps out of the bondage 
of gender; she can complete The Oak Tree, a work started in his teenage years, and obtain great achievements in 
literature. Orlando experiences strong stereotypes and eventually blends his gender identities and finds true freedom. 
In the following sub-sections, each of them is examined. 

3.1 Strong Stereotypes 

With the transition to a female identity, Orlando seems to be in closer and more direct contact with nature. It is also 
proof that she has an androgynous mind. Women have a direct connection with nature, and women are closer to 
nature. With nature as the core of their thinking, they are able to understand, tolerate, and care about all life. As 
Orlando lived with the Gypsies, the differences between them grew. An obvious case in point is their different atti-
tudes towards nature. A gypsy who leads Orlando into this place shows Orlando his frost-bitten fingers and rock-
battered feet to criticize the evil side of nature. Orlando replies, “But so beautiful” (Woolf, 2014). The friction be-
tween Orlando and the Gypsies caused Orlando to leave the Gypsy tribe. Woolf placed Orlando in a place far away 
from the patriarchal culture of London, in the natural setting of the rich Oriental garden. The greatness of nature made 
her discover femininity, and repositioned the relationship between man and nature and between man and man (Lv, 
2002). 

Orlando sat on the deck of the ship returning to England in a regal dress covered with lace, silently accepting male 
comments on her beauty. Orlando had long legs when she was a man, which makes it more noticeable that she is a 
woman. She could not help thinking how absurd it would be if all women had to cover up their beauty to keep a sailor 
from falling off the top of the mast. Her long and slender legs, which she had been proud of, suddenly became a 
burden, for they were stared at everywhere. So did her hands that once held the REINS on the battlefield, but now 
hold the shawl against the wind. This description cannot help but make people think of the topic of women’s dress 
stereotypes today. Sexy wearing will be discussed, and even peeked at. Even after hundreds of years, in the face of 
misbehavior, most people still ask the victim to cover the beauty. It is as if women wrap themselves up and would 
not be harassed.  

3.2 Fused Identity 

Orlando gradually adapted to the identity of women, and her gender transformation was more flexible by changing 
clothes to cater to her inner gender flow. When one gender prevailed, she changed clothes to that gender. Orlando 
liked the straightness of the trousers and the allure of the skirts. She was enjoying the joys of both genders. However, 
as a female, she has to dress herself as a man in order to recapture the freedom she had as a man. In fact, clothes are 
not only for warmth and decoration, but they also have a more important function. They change people’s view of the 
world, and the world’s view of people, like adding a frame to people.  

Orlando’s fusion of identity is also reflected in his attitude toward relationships. The Duke’s courtship of Orlando 
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is similar to Orlando’s confession to Sasha, “You are mine, because I adore you” (Woolf, 2014). Having heard these 
words, Orlando said “no” to male chauvinism from the perspective of women. Then, Orlando met Shire on the grass-
land, and they enjoyed a free, equal, and joyful love. This is the first time Orlando has loved a man as a woman, and 
she can only do so when she merges the two identities. For Orlando and Shire, who love each other in the embrace 
of nature, nature is the language of their mutual affection. Orlando put a love saffron and a blue jay feather in her 
chest to express her deep love. The saffron and feather symbolize the ideal place for the harmony of men and women 
and the integration of nature. 

3.3 Eternal Freedom 

Orlando is no longer stuck to the independence of gender and is attached to the transformation of gender. He found 
the real freedom in the integration of the two genders. The Oak Tree is a poem that Orlando has been working on 
since her teenage years. Orlando felt that she could find inner peace by the oak tree and used The Oak Tree as a mirror 
to reflect her own heart, recording her mental growth at different periods. Orlando’s social values and life meaning 
were realized after androgyny (Zhang & Lv, 2013). So, The Oak Tree is the best testimony of Orlando’s march to 
freedom. Man, woman, and nature are closely linked. Without respect for nature, there is no balance and harmony 
between male and female qualities; Without the return to nature, human beings cannot correctly locate and realize 
their own value; Without the harmony between human beings and nature, it is impossible for the human spiritual 
world to maintain freedom. Woolf is looking forward to establishing a society without hierarchical oppression, and 
an ideal world in which men and women, man and nature coexist equally and live in harmony and freedom (Qiu, 
2019). 

Woolf never goes to the extremes of feminism. She does not create Orlando to belittle the role of men, nor to 
blame social injustice, but to demonstrate through Orlando that only when people have the idea of androgyny can 
they create more attractive and lasting works. She proposes the idea of the true self, the only way to freedom. It is 
the condensation of all the selves that exist within each person, and it merges and controls all of them. That is what 
Orlando is looking for. 

4. The Fluid Self: The Formal Realization of Hermaphrodites in Narrative and Literary Features 

4.1 Writing Background and Purpose 

Orlando begins with the words “To Vita Sackville-West” (Woolf, 2014). This is a book written by Woolf to Vita, 
who is the prototype for Princess Sasha in the book. Therefore, Orlando, dubbed ‘the world’s longest love letter’, 
was once seen as a testament to Woolf’s public admission of her homosexual relationship.  

Woolf’s attitudes towards homosexuality can be reflected in their emphasis on the harmonious relationship be-
tween the same sex. And she believes that there is no difference between homosexual and heterosexual relationships; 
the two can coexist in the same natural environment. This is also the expression of their androgynous view.  

4.2 Plot Arrangement 

After adjusting to being a woman, Orlando caters to her inner gender through frequent cross-dressing. When the 
female character gets the upper hand, she changes into female clothes, and vice versa. “Woolf shows that clothing is 
a signifier of the social construction of gender, and through flouting this convention by using cross-dressing, she 
mocks the rule of clothing as a presentation of gender ideality” (Moslehi & Nozal, 2016). Both authors believe that 
clothing changes people’s view of the world. From the view of hermaphroditism, there should be two gender traits 
in people, simply because the patriarchal culture has shaped men and women into the images it needs in order to 
consolidate its position. 

4.3 Writing Strategies 

Woolf’s display of hermaphroditism combines social and historical background. The characters she creates are never 
divorced from real life, so Orlando is always involved in politics or creation. Through the difference between mental 
time and real time, Woolf boldly uses the artistic technique of breaking the limitations of time and space. “Woolf 
entangles alternative temporality and gender fluidity in such a way that breaks down the pre-existing expectations of 
femininity and masculinity” (Beers, 2020). The life of Orlando’s physiological time concept is extended to the life 
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of 400 years of the mental time concept. Orlando’s casual crossing of time and space boundaries, as well as the 
sarcastic tone of the narrator, make the book unique (Wang, 2010). By extending Orlando’s life, Woolf was able to 
integrate history into a more complete account of Orlando’s gender integration process. Woolf established women’s 
own cultural traditions by rewriting history to give a voice to once-silenced women (Chang, 2009). 

4.4 Hermaphroditic View 

Woolf’s conception of hermaphroditism not only reexamines women’s writing but also breaks the contradiction of 
gender writing in literature under the patriarchal discourse system (Wen, 2020). Woolf called on women to be free 
by picking up a pen and creating their own feminine discourse on Orlando. People should avoid their gender limita-
tions when considering problems and observing things, and objectively express things from a dual perspective. This 
is the guiding ideology of Woolf (Cai & Xie, 2005). Moreover, she believes that women’s economic conditions must 
be improved in order to fundamentally eliminate women’s dependence on men. Economic independence also con-
tributes to the formation of ideological freedom, so that talented women can express their inner potential. Woolf 
advocated hermaphroditism, hoping to eliminate the opposites and separations between male and female, body and 
soul, sensibility and reason, so as to end the unbalanced relationship between men and women (Yang, 2011). 

5. Conclusion 

In conclusion, Orlando is the work in which the Hermaphrodites of Woolf are strongly expressed. In Orlando, Woolf 
pursues the harmony, complementarity, and development of the two genders mainly from the level of literary creation. 
She strives for comprehensive and unrestricted individual growth, peaceful coexistence, and mutual benefit among 
groups to eliminate societal inequalities. Woolf’s hermaphroditism is consistently positive and objective. She does 
not advocate for eradicating gender differences but rather emphasizes embracing them so that they can be comple-
mentary. Woolf does not espouse extreme feminism; instead, she seeks equality and harmony between men, women, 
and nature, making her ecofeminist perspective more well-rounded.  

By analyzing how hermaphroditism is depicted in Woolf’s works, respectively, two results are evident. Firstly, 
there have been longstanding ideologies within society requiring transformation from ancient times to today. Despite 
the increased freedom and elevated social status of contemporary women, true independence and equality remain 
elusive. Hermaphroditism represents an ideal yet complex state that can lead to temporary imbalances in both men 
and women due to their respective life environments. Achieving balance and harmony between genders requires a 
rejection of male-centric thinking while embracing both masculine and feminine traits. Additionally, individuals 
should maintain inner independence and self-integrity. Secondly, Woolf shares a commitment to protecting nature 
while advocating for women’s rights. As such, she is a practitioner of ecofeminism who seeks to explore the ideal 
relationship between the sexes for a brighter future for humanity. 
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