
The object of this study is the analysis of the themes of perversion, communication and sex 

code, shared by three novels: Orlando by Virginia Woolf, Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë and 

Wuthering Heights by Emily Brontë.  

Talking about perversion as “the act of changing something that is considered good or right 

into something that is judged bad or wrong” (OED online), we can’t omit the reference to the 

characters which mainly incarnate this feature, such as Orlando, the moment he becomes a “she”; 

Bertha Mason, whose boundaries of genteel femininity are blurred, according to Sue Thomas; and 

Catherine Earnshaw, whose temperament is anything but compliant to the rules imposed by the 

Victorian morality.  

If we consider the character of Orlando, it is clear that Woolf wants to underline the fact that 

his/her person is not a defined one, and therefore, being not someone nor someone else, it results to 

be perverse. The androgynous nature of Orlando is the result of uniting two sexes into one: nothing 

is moved, nothing is masked: on the contrary, all is showed. It could be deduced that the very aspect 

of showing oneself according to his/her true nature causes the reaction of a society, or in the case of 

the novel, many societies, which rate the event as non-fitting, non-conforming, then perverse. Not 

only Orlando, as a fictitious character, is imagined perverse, but also his/her creator, Woolf, the author 

that, in A Room of One’s Own, argues that: 

“It is fatal for anyone who writes to think of their sex. It is fatal to be a man 

or a woman pure and simple. One must be woman – manly, and man – womanly” 

(Woolf 1929: 104). 

Focusing on Bertha Mason, which Mr Rochester himself, in chapter 27, defines “perverse” and 

“imbecile”, because the house she manages is not “quiet or settled”, we understand that a model of 

femininity was drawn, and deviations were not allowed. The case of Bertha is interesting because not 

only she suffers from a mental illness, but she also belongs to an ethnic group which is not that of his 

husband, the emblem of the white colonizer. She is a Creole woman, she is intemperate, cursed, 

unchaste and insubordinate: in sum, she is labelled “perverse” too.  

Catherine Earnshaw, the female protagonist of Wuthering Heights, appears beautiful and 

charming, but she is not civilized and norm conforming as she pretends to be during her life, nor after 

her death. In fact, even her spirit haunts the place in which she used to live, in the same way as, all 

along her childhood, she did not manage to control herself. The lack of self-control, and the fact of 

being torn between her passion, which is wild, and her social ambition, demonstrate her perversion, 

according to how a woman, especially a married one, was supposed to behave during the Victorian 

Age. The polarity of her personality reflects the antithetic structure of the novel, that oscillates 



between the rawness of Wuthering Heights and the respectability of Thrushcross Grange, Edgar 

Linton’s household. 

The second theme I am going to examine is that of communication and language. The 

relationship between Orlando and language finds meaning not only in his/her linguistic skills -  

because he/she is able to speak French beside his/her native language -  but also and above all in the 

act of writing. As a matter of fact, “The Oak Tree” is the work Orlando produces all along his/her 

life, which, like its writer, changes structure, becoming a prose work, then a dramatic one, and finally 

coming back again to be a poem, but in substance it remains, as Orlando, fundamentally the same. 

With respect to communication in Jane Eyre, it could be argued that the protagonist is taught to 

be silent as a child, and to listen. However, quoting Janet H. Freeman: 

 “she is at the same time finding the voice by which to tell her own story […] 

She tells without reserve […] to Helen Burns, to Miss Temple (with restraint), to 

Rochester before she returns to Gateshead, to Diana, Mary and St. John Rivers” 

(Freeman 1984: 5) 

Consequently, it is true, as S.Thomas hypothesises that “Jane is an emblem of Christian 

restraint” (Thomas 1999:13), but it is also true, as Freeman argues, that: 

“Jane’s declarations mark a necessary transformation from the child who 

remains silent, isolated behind the curtain with escape literature in her lap, to a child 

with her own story to tell to anyone who asks her, a child in possession of her own 

memory and able to speak. The power of speech enables Jane to take more and more 

control of her life as the years pass” (Freeman 1984: 5).  

With Bertha, contrarily, we face to another type of communication, based essentially on actions. 

Therefore, Bertha mocks laugh, sets fire to Mr Rochester's bed, attacks Mr Mason, and tears Jane's 

veil on the eve of her wedding. Presumably, Jane and Bertha are alike as concerns the vital force, but 

the latter seems to be expressed through two different ways: the first communicates, the second acts. 

Almost equally complex is the discourse about Catherine Earnshaw’s speeches and silences in 

Wuthering Heights. Even being a free spirit, she tries to behave as she was supposed to do according 

to the social rules of the time. She openly talks to Nelly, confessing her love towards Heathcliff, but 

at the same time, she chooses not to reveal him her feelings and decides to marry a man, Edgar, who 

can guarantee her a respectable life. Communication, as well as the lack of dialogue, is one of the 

central points in the novel: it can be qualified as one of the characters, rather than one of the motifs 

of Wuthering Heights, because it provokes effects that will inevitably infect the dynamics of the 



events. Language appears to act like an animated force; there would be no trouble with its 

personification.  

To make the point, I would like to highlight how sex code is a matter of performance throughout 

the three novels proposed, and how it lacks of authenticity, because gender is, quoting Butler, based 

on performativity. 

With reference to Orlando, Esther Sanchez-Pardo González claims that: 

 “Neither the body of a man nor the body of a woman can represent adequately 

what a woman is, since women have been systematically written out of discourse. 

What Woolf does in order to represent the un-representable is play with performance. 

[…] The change from man to woman shows the space of “woman” to have always 

already been occupied by men”. (González 2004: 84) 

The theme of gender performativity is supported by the constant use of irony, which the author 

spreads all along the setting in time and space in her work. Sex code matters are presented through 

the lines of defined literary periods, those of the Renaissance, Restoration, Enlightenment, Romantic 

Era, Victorian Period and present. The instability of gender roles is given above all by the ironical 

treatment that Woolf operates; then, as a result, the very meaning of “sex” is challenged (cf.  De Gay 

2007:63). 

Even if Charlotte Brontë presented Jane Eyre as a normative romance narrative, it suggests 

possibilities for gender subversion. We talk about gendered identities and sex code while referring to 

Jane’s working class and role as the wife of an old man. Nevertheless, at the same time, the notion of 

female masculinity arises when it comes to the presentation of a position that appears subservient, 

but that is taken to Jane’s advantage. As Esther Godfrey considers:  

“Jane’s advancement from her position as teacher at Lowood to private 

governess signifies an important development in the text’s subversion of gender, 

since governesses served as a hole in the invisible wall between working class and 

middle class gender identities. As governess, Jane bridges the gap between the 

dangerous androgyny of middle-class homogeneity and the fragile stability of middle 

class separate spheres” (Godfrey 2005: 857). 

“Wuthering Heights is built around a central fall” (Gilbert and Gubar 1984: 253), and the novel 

seems to be a bildungsroman of a girl’s passage from innocence to experience. Patsy Stoneman 

underlines the sex code question by reminding that for much time after its publication, women 

avoided Wuthering Heights because they feared that to know about Catherine’s experiences might 

mean to share her fate (qtd in Stoneman 1992:152). Only recently, “feminist criticism is more exciting 



than any other” (ibidem) and another view, a more modern and- I would say- careful one, is given to 

Emily Bronte’s work, who presents a context in which a woman is deprived of her own freedom of 

feeling during her lifetime because of her sex. However, Catherine manages to make her intention 

stronger after her death, as well as Isabella will do during her life.  

The young girl, literally cheated by Heathcliff, and persuaded to marry him, decided to escape 

from the domestic violence of which she was a victim, during an age where the divorce was only 

considered a “working class problem”, and not examined with the right awareness. Things will 

change by 1857, as we know, with the promulgation of the Divorce Act. 

In conclusion, it could be claimed that an exhaustive interpretation of novels like these cannot 

be immediate at all. Playing the role of reader, the receiver of the texts should make some efforts and 

go beyond the denotations given by the mere paragraphs. For novels like Orlando, Jane Eyre or 

Wuthering Heights, where gender relations are hidden or displayed, a cursory reading must not be 

enough: connotations are everywhere, the field of Semantics mixes with that of Gender Studies, and 

the result proves to be surprising. 
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