killing the angel in the house

Killing the angel in the house is a phrase coined by Virginia Woolf in her essay
"Professions for Women," where she addresses the constraints placed on women and the
societal expectations that limit their potential. The "angel in the house" symbolizes the
idealized version of womanhood, embodying self-sacrifice, domesticity, and subservience.
This article explores the concept of killing the angel in the house, its historical context,
implications for women, and how it remains relevant in today's society.

Historical Context

The concept of the angel in the house emerged during the Victorian era, a time when
women were largely confined to domestic roles. The societal norms of the time celebrated
women who were nurturing, submissive, and devoted to their families. This ideal was
perpetuated through literature, art, and popular culture, creating a blueprint for
femininity that many women felt pressured to conform to.

1. Literary Origins: In literature, the angel in the house is often depicted as the perfect
wife and mother, a figure who sacrifices her own desires for the well-being of her family.
Authors like Charles Dickens and Thomas Hardy illustrated these ideals in their works,
reinforcing the notion that a woman's primary role was within the home.

2. Cultural Reinforcement: Beyond literature, the angel in the house was celebrated in
other cultural forms, including paintings, music, and theater. Women were expected to
embody these ideals, leading to a sense of identity that was closely tied to domesticity and
moral purity.

3. Feminist Awakening: The early feminist movement sought to challenge these restrictive
norms. Feminists like Woolf argued that the angel in the house stifled women's creativity
and independence. Woolf's assertion that women must "kill" this ideal represented a call
to arms for women to reclaim their identities and pursue their own ambitions.

The Implications of the Angel in the House

The ideal of the angel in the house has far-reaching implications that extend beyond the
Victorian era. It has shaped societal expectations of women throughout history and
continues to influence contemporary discussions regarding gender roles.

1. Psychological Impact

The psychological effects of the angel in the house myth can be profound. Many women
internalize the expectation to be selfless and nurturing, leading to:



- Guilt and Shame: Women may feel guilty for prioritizing their goals or desires over their
familial responsibilities.

- Imposter Syndrome: The pressure to meet societal expectations can result in self-doubt
and feelings of inadequacy, especially when women seek leadership roles or careers
outside the home.

- Burnout: The relentless pursuit of perfection in multiple roles—career, mother,
partner—can lead to physical and mental exhaustion.

2. Social and Economic Consequences

The societal expectations tied to the angel in the house can also have economic
ramifications. Women who adhere to these ideals often find themselves at a disadvantage
in the workforce. This can manifest in several ways:

- Wage Gap: Women may face lower wages compared to their male counterparts,
particularly if they are perceived as less committed to their careers due to familial
obligations.

- Career Advancement: The expectation for women to prioritize home life can hinder their
professional growth and access to leadership positions.

- Work-Life Balance: The pressure to excel in both personal and professional spheres often
leaves women struggling to find a balance, impacting their overall well-being.

3. Shifts in Gender Roles

The feminist movements of the late 20th and early 21st centuries have challenged
traditional notions of womanhood, encouraging women to redefine their roles. The killing
of the angel in the house has led to significant shifts in societal norms:

- Increased Workforce Participation: More women are pursuing careers and education,
breaking away from the constraints of traditional roles.

- Changing Family Dynamics: As gender roles evolve, many families are adopting more
egalitarian structures, with shared responsibilities for home and caregiving.

- Redefining Success: Women are increasingly defining success on their own terms,
moving beyond societal expectations to align with personal goals and aspirations.

Killing the Angel in the House Today

Despite progress, the angel in the house remains a relevant topic in contemporary
discourse. Women today continue to navigate the complexities of balancing personal
ambitions with societal expectations.

1. The Modern Woman's Struggle



Many women still grapple with the lingering effects of the angel in the house. The
pressure to conform can manifest in various ways:

- Social Media Influence: The portrayal of idealized lifestyles on social media can
perpetuate unrealistic expectations, leading women to compare themselves unfavorably to
others.

- Cultural Norms: Societal norms still often celebrate women who prioritize family over
career, reinforcing the angel in the house archetype.

- Intersectionality: Women of color, LGBTQ+ women, and those from different
socioeconomic backgrounds may face additional layers of complexity when it comes to
societal expectations.

2. Strategies for Reclaiming Identity

Killing the angel in the house requires a conscious effort to reclaim personal identity and
agency. Here are strategies women can employ:

- Set Boundaries: Establishing boundaries between personal and professional life can help
women prioritize their needs and aspirations.

- Pursue Passions: Engaging in hobbies and interests outside of familial responsibilities
can foster a sense of self and fulfillment.

- Seek Support: Connecting with other women, joining support groups, or engaging in
mentorship can provide encouragement and solidarity.

- Advocate for Change: Women can challenge stereotypes and advocate for policies that
support work-life balance, such as flexible work arrangements and parental leave.

3. The Role of Education and Advocacy

Education and advocacy play vital roles in dismantling the angel in the house narrative.
Initiatives focused on gender equality, women's rights, and empowerment can effect
change at both societal and individual levels:

- Educational Programs: Offering programs that promote critical thinking about gender
roles and encourage women to pursue their goals can empower future generations.

- Policy Advocacy: Supporting policies that promote gender equity in the workplace, such
as equal pay and family leave, can help create an environment where women can thrive
without compromising their identities.

Conclusion

Killing the angel in the house is not merely a call to abandon traditional roles; it is an
invitation for women to embrace their individuality and pursue their passions
unapologetically. The historical context of the angel in the house reveals the deep-rooted
societal expectations that have shaped women's identities for centuries. As women
continue to redefine their roles in society, the journey of killing the angel in the house



remains a powerful testament to resilience, empowerment, and the pursuit of personal
fulfillment.

In a world where the ideal of the angel in the house still lingers, it is crucial for women to
challenge these norms and strive for lives that reflect their true selves. By doing so, they
not only liberate themselves but also pave the way for future generations to live
authentically and boldly.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does 'killing the angel in the house' refer to?

The phrase refers to the idea of rejecting traditional feminine roles and expectations,
particularly the self-sacrificing and submissive nature that society often imposes on
women.

Who coined the phrase 'the angel in the house'?

The phrase was popularized by Victorian poet Coventry Patmore in his poem 'The Angel in
the House' which idealized women as devoted and self-denying.

Why is 'killing the angel in the house' considered a
feminist statement?

It is considered a feminist statement as it encourages women to break free from societal
expectations and assert their independence, desires, and identities beyond traditional
roles.

How does Virginia Woolf relate to the concept of 'killing
the angel in the house'?

Virginia Woolf discusses this concept in her essay 'Professions for Women', where she
emphasizes the need for women to overcome the internalized pressures of being the
‘angel' and pursue their own ambitions.

What impact has 'killing the angel in the house' had on
modern feminism?

The concept has inspired modern feminists to challenge and dismantle patriarchal
structures, advocating for women's rights to self-expression, autonomy, and equality in all
aspects of life.

Can 'killing the angel in the house' apply to men as



well?

Yes, while the phrase primarily addresses women's roles, it can also apply to men in terms
of rejecting toxic masculinity and societal pressures to conform to traditional male roles.

What are some ways women can 'kill the angel in the
house' in their lives?

Women can 'kill the angel in the house' by prioritizing their own goals, setting boundaries,
pursuing careers, and embracing their individuality rather than conforming to societal
expectations.

How has popular culture responded to the idea of
'killing the angel in the house'?

Popular culture has increasingly embraced themes of female empowerment,
independence, and the rejection of traditional gender roles, often portraying strong female
characters who defy the 'angel' archetype.

What are the psychological implications of 'killing the
angel in the house'?

Psychologically, killing the angel can lead to greater self-acceptance, reduced anxiety from
societal pressures, and an increased sense of agency and fulfillment in one's personal and
professional life.

How can literature and art serve as a medium for
'killing the angel in the house'?

Literature and art can critique traditional gender roles, celebrate female autonomy, and
inspire conversations around women's rights, allowing for a broader understanding of
identity and freedom.
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