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Jamie Rose submitted a thesis which attempts to discuss aspects of Sapphism or lesbianism as 

they appear in three English novels from the early 20th century, Mrs Dalloway and Orlando 

by Virginia Woolf and The Well of Loneliness by Radclyffe Hall. The student believes that 

these aspects have been incorrectly interpreted by critics (not specifying which ones) and that 

it is necessary to take a fresh look at the gender characteristics of these novels’ protagonists. 

Each author is introduced in a separate chapter, in which biographical details focus on the 

social status of the two writers and the way their gender identity, or rather their freedom to 

realize and live their gender identities, are conditioned by their position in English society. 

Beside this biographical concern, the student’s method is based on “observation, analysis and 

comparison – primarily through a contemporary intersectional feminist, queer and 

transfeminist lens”. What is thus presented in the chapters discussing the three works of 

literature is not an analysis in the true sense but to a considerable extent a personal reflection 

on selected motifs and situations illustrating the examined gender questions. This is an 

approach which has its obvious limitations – and these are, I am afraid, more than evident in 

the thesis. I’d like to summarize the most prominent ones in the following paragraphs: 

 

(1) The student uses special terms relating to the topic of lesbianism and gender or sexual 

identity, such as “intersectionality”, “cis-person”, “assigned-male-at-birth”, etc., which 

are part of a specific discourse. I believe these terms should be defined as precisely as 

possible and related to the sources that work with them (and that were presumably also 

the sources of inspiration for the student). 

(2) Closely related to this is the question of a theoretical basis of the thesis. The student 

says that “While queer theory may be used in places to discuss certain elements of the 

text, it is not the primary theoretical background of this text” (8). Would it be possible 

to present the primary theoretical background with which the student works? I think 

this should have been a substantial part of the introductory chapter. On the one hand, 

the student seems to be familiar with the contemporary theories of gender, on the other 

hand she avoids any systematic introduction of them, including relevant critical 

literature used throughout the thesis. 

(3) What I see as highly problematic in the student’s comments on the selected works is 

that only a few aspects are included in the discussion of the characters’ Sapphic 

identity. In this way a number of other aspects present in these novels are avoided. 

Thus I believe that Orlando can hardly be discussed without attention to how gender is 

presented (in Woolf's playful and witty manner) as being produced by specific 

conditions of a historical period and its social value systems. This is the basis of 

Woolf’s irony in her portrayal of sexual identity, a strategy which is missing in Mrs 

Dalloway. 

(4) Similarly, what I lack in the discussion of Hall’s The Well of Loneliness is the central 

question which haunts the protagonist, Stephen Gordon: are queer people part of 

nature or do they deviate from the natural plan as freaks? This question, absolutely 

essential for Stephen’s positioning of herself in life and society, and of course for her 

emotional fulfilment, is towards the end of the novel modified into her questioning of 

queerness in the religious or spiritual context: are queer people part of creation and, 

consequently, are they destined for salvation or eternal damnation? Hence Stephen’s 

final plea: “Acknowledge us, oh God, before the whole world,” and also, perhaps, 



hence the author’s decision for a conservative denouement. I am afraid this emphasis 

on belonging can hardly be omitted from the discussion of this novel. 

(5) This is only a minor point but I cannot help mentioning it. Radcliffe Hall’s novel is 

quite well known to Czech readers under the title Studna osamění; I don’t see any 

reason for presenting it, in the Czech abstract, as Studna samoty. 

 

Conclusion: I recommend Jamie Rose’s BA thesis for defence but for the afore-mentioned 

reasons cannot suggest a better grade than very good or good (velmi dobře – dobře), 

depending on the students success during the defence session. 
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