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Abstract

In an education system drilling the importance of quantitative work, it is
important to examine issues through the creative lens of the arts. In this
piece, Virginia Woolf’s critique of Coventry Patmore’s 19th century poem,
the “Angel in the House,” provides insight on reaching an understanding of
gender inequality within the gas and oil workforce. A unique opportunity
within this workforce has come to light – a majority of its population is
retiring soon. This leaves a gap to fill. How will this gap be filled, or
as Woolf asks – how will this new room be furnished? Woolf’s insight
that the symbol of the Angel in the House represents an internalized
and harmful limit telling women to be self-sacrificing, passive and pure,
shows that the issue of gender inequality requires a much more deeply-
rooted solution than the solutions the gas and oil companies are currently
presenting. More than 90 years after Woolf’s piece, this limit is still
present in the workforce. This essay will discuss different perspectives on
how this Angel-in-the-House-informed gender inequality in the workforce
should be approached and deconstructed.

[lines=2]English Victorian poet Coventry Patmore (1826-1896) describes the
idea of “The Angel in The House” as a self-sacrificing, passive and pure woman.
Although this description might seem insignificant, it can actually create a
stereotype of a domestic angel that can induce serious harm. Virginia Woolf’s
explains in her essay critiquing the Victorian ideal of womanhood, Professions
for Women (1931), that even when women are given more rights in society, the
“Angel in the House” still acts as a barrier and thus gender equality cannot
be reached when women are given “freedom” within conditions and structures
that restrict their agency. In Woolf’s era (1882-1941), reform was picking up
speed– yet women were still expected to move up the class structure through
marriage to men, and thus women were expected to be soft, not bold, as men
viewed this quality as marriageable. Woolf cites that these “Angel in the House”
qualities needed to be killed in order for women to reach true equality. More
than 90 years after Woolf’s piece, however, the angel is not dead, but heavily
engaged within the workforce. Virginia Woolf’s critique of Coventry Patmore’s
19th century poem, the “Angel in the House,” provides insight on reaching an
understanding of gender inequality within the workforce.
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Many influential companies have released ad campaigns attempting to ad-
dress this gender discrimination and inequality, especially within the oil and gas
industry where gender discrimination is heavily present. Shell Oil Company’s
ad campaign on gender inequality will be used as an example in this essay be-
cause it does not address the conditions and structure limiting women within
the company. For instance, Shell Oil company has a 22% gender pay gap, yet
launched a “Closing the Gender Gap in Engineering and Technology campaign”
(2018). An ad from this campaign tells women to “Be the difference. Close the
gender gap. Let’s make the future.” (Shell, 2018). However, these statements
are not substantiated by actions. By telling women to make choices within con-
ditions that limit their choices, these ad campaigns may actually be ignoring a
cycle that has been underlying women’s oppression for over a hundred years, as
outlined by Virginia Woolf. In order to make a substantial impact, Woolf’s idea
of the “Angel in the House” as a limit within women needs to be considered
when launching ad campaigns that address gender inequality within the work-
force. Viewing the issue of gender discrimination through a literary lens can
help create more understanding around the issue that informs more impactful
ad campaigns and creates more deeply rooted solutions.

Figure 1: Types of Gender Discrimination In the Workplace (Pew Research)
[scale = 0.5]Wright/Fig1.png

Despite definite progress in career opportunities for women since 1931 when
Virginia Woolf published Professions for Women, the “Angel in the House” is
still at work through significant gender discrimination in the workplace today.
According to a Pew Research Center study, “about four-in-ten working women
(42%) in the United States say they have faced discrimination on the job because
of their gender” (Parker and Funk, 2020). This actively opposes Article 23 of the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, signed 74 years ago on December 10th,
1948, which cites that “everyone, without any discrimination, has the right to
equal pay for equal work” (United Nations, 1948). According to a Pay-scale’s
2022 State of the Gender Pay Gap Report, women earn 82 cents for every $1 men
earn; a statistic that is unchanged from 2021 (Miller, 2022). Additionally, the
presence of gender discrimination within the workplace today actively opposes
the signed treaty from the United Nations Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) which occurred 42 years ago
on December 18th, 1979. The treaty cites that discrimination against women
“violates the principles of equality of rights and respect for human dignity,”
and Articles 10, 11, and 13 establish women’s rights to non-discrimination in
education, employment, economic, and social activities (United Nations Human
Rights Office of the High Commissioner, N.d.). Gender discrimination violates
human rights established on a global level decades ago.

Although the most prevalent factor of this discrimination is unequal pay, the
treatment of women is a close second, as seen in Figure 1.

To address this discrimination, Shell’s ad campaign says it “will maintain
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year-on-year improvements in female representation in our top 150 Senior Exec-
utive leaders, initially achieving 30% and then aiming for gender equality” (Shell
Global, N.d.). However, are women given the means to do so? Woolf cites that
“even when the path is nominally open–when there is nothing to prevent a
woman from being a doctor, a lawyer, a civil servant–there are many phantoms
and obstacles, as I believe, looming in her way” (Woolf, 2010). While Shell
cites that gender equality is found in representation, Woolf cites that Coventry
Patmore’s Angel in the House still looms over these newly established positions,
as seen in the varying ways gender discrimination is played out in the figure
above. By ignoring these different ways gender discrimination plays out, Shell’s
ad campaign shows a lack of understanding around the issue. Even if there is
an increase in female representation, women are still about “four times as likely
as men to say they have been treated as if they were not competent because
of their gender,” (Parker and Funk, 2020) and this “Angel in the House” also
“plucks the heart” out of passion in the workplace. Woolf explains this passion
is robbed when “the consciousness of what men will say of a woman who speaks
the truth about her passions [rouses] her from her artist’s state of unconscious-
ness [...] and her imagination can work no longer” (Woolf, 2010). Expectations
of what men will say can interrupt and take away a woman’s passion for her
endeavor. According to Woolf and the women cited in the Pew survey, gender
equality is about more than achieving a position in a field dominated by men–
it is the way in which women are treated in that position. Shell’s lack of under-
standing around this leads to placing the responsibility of societal change solely
on individual women–telling women what to do while ignoring the lack of the
means to do so, which reveals the ad campaign’s ineffectiveness.

Shell’s ad campaigns hold power in changing this treatment of women and
thus can not be taken lightly, as the company exists within a historically white
male and economically influential oil and gas industry. Woven into the econ-
omy as a relied-upon resource around the globe, oil and gas industry giants
“occupy three of the top four positions in the 2012 Fortune 500 list” (Christine
L. Williams and Muller, 2014). Because the global oil and gas industry is so
influential worldwide, Shell’s ad campaign could have an impact, but does it? In
the oil and gas industry, “participation of women in its global workforce remains
less than 20%, and between 10% and 15% at senior levels” (World Economic Fo-
rum, 2020). Gender discrimination within the oil and gas industry is severe and
deeply rooted, a problem that requires more than scraping the surface with an
ad campaign. Accountability needs to be enforced within this industry, and ad
campaigns are only the beginning of the process, a process that can be delayed
no more. Discussion needs to happen now, as there is a rare recent opportunity
to completely flip the oil and gas industry employment force because “the oil
and gas industry stands to lose a majority of its current geo-science workforce to
retirement within the next 15 years” (Christine L. Williams and Muller, 2014).
Especially now and in the next few years, campaigns and other programs work-
ing to prevent gender discrimination in the oil and gas industry can not be taken
lightly as there is a recently-opened space within the workforce to start anew.

Despite recent proclamations of diversity advancement within some of these
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major companies, not enough has been done to seize this opportunity of openings
within the workforce. There is still “a strong perception that women stall out in
mid-career and eventually leave their jobs at the major companies” (Christine
L. Williams and Muller, 2012, 552). Additionally, “the glass ceiling is firmly
in place in the oil and gas industry, with very few women represented at the
executive levels and on boards of directors” (Christine L. Williams and Muller,
2012, 552). Representation at the executive level is highly important in giving
women a means to truly influence the company. As a highly influential oil and
gas industry giant, Shell’s efforts towards diversity in the workplace need to be
carefully examined and held accountable. If carried out effectively, “workplace
innovations in this industry” have the potential to create rippling effects across
the economy (Christine L. Williams and Muller, 2014). However, this opportu-
nity to rewrite representation in the oil and gas industry is “only a beginning,”
as this new room given is “still bare” and still “has to be furnished; it has to be
decorated; it has to be shared” (Woolf, 2010). Upon whose terms is this new
age of employment going to be established?

Not only is it important to increase female representation at the executive
level, but it is also vital to integrate better treatment of women throughout the
company. One way oil and gas companies, specifically Shell, are attempting to
work for this is through implementing mentor programs. While these programs
can be enriching and offer support, they are also reflective of ineffective ad cam-
paigns and again tell women what to do without giving them the means to do
so. Again, this begs Virginia Woolf’s question of how are we “furnishing” this
new room, this new opportunity, and on whose terms? (Woolf, 2010). These
programs scratch the surface, guiding women through “coping” with “gendered
obstacles” (Kay and Wallace, 2009, 445), but have no power in removing these
obstacles (Christine L. Williams and Muller, 2014, 458). In an in-depth in-
terview study titled “Corporate Diversity Programs and Gender Inequality in
the Oil and Gas Industry” published in the U.S. National Library of Medicine
(2014), a woman summed up her experience with workforce mentor programs.

“Even times when I had a formal assigned mentor, that is not neces-
sarily where I got the best or the most guidance.” The most difficult
stage of her career, she told us, was when she turned to her mentors
for advice when she decided to have children. She said, “I didn’t get
any negativity except in terms of actually how to do this and how to
deal with it.” Her mentors sent her to HR, who rejected her request
for a temporary part-time schedule. She believed that “even some of
the women in the higher up roles, there wasn’t a lot of support for
that kind of work schedule.” One senior woman told her, “If you try
to go part-time, you don’t get the good assignments.” The lack of
support almost convinced her to quit her job.” (Christine L. Williams
and Muller, 2014, 458)

It is important to ask how diversity programs are being implemented and
carried out. Are they a way for executives to avoid blame instead of making
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real change? Mentor-ship programs cannot alone create change but need to be
partnered with the ability to affect company systems. Women need to be given
the capability to have true influence within the company. Oil and gas companies
are extremely conscious about their public image but need to go further than
acting to shed positive light on themselves. To do this, companies need to
understand that the problem is rooted in telling women to make progress in
restrictive conditions. This new room cannot be furnished within a limiting
structure.

In order to ethically furnish the room and begin to remove limits on women
in the workforce, the “Angel in the House” needs to be killed both outwardly
and inwardly. Outwardly, as explained previously by the example of ineffective
mentor programs, it is important to continue to address the tangible limits
and “obstacles” for a woman compared to a man in achieving a job position
and achieving representation in the workplace. (Woolf, 2010). Inwardly, the
battle is much more complex. Woolf cites that women still have “many ghosts
to fight, many prejudices to overcome” in order to be able to work “without
finding a phantom to be slain, a rock to be dashed against” (Woolf, 2010).
In order for a woman to break out of her stereotypical, claustrophobic gender
role and find herself within her passions, Wolfe argues that she needs to kill
the “Angel in the House” qualities within herself and recognize the effect that
mistreatment of women has on one’s value of self (Woolf, 2010). These qualities
include associating the soft, passive, pure, gender role subconsciously within
herself, as these subconscious unequal expectations, along with the treatment of
women, steal their ease of expressing themselves, which can be subduing. In the
2021 Global Gender Gap Report, the Economic World Forum cites that “women
experience a bigger gender gap in potential-based job transitions in fields where
they are currently under-represented.” (World Economic Forum, 2020) This
highlights the connection between internal and external limits, as in this case,
under-representation is leading to a lack of confidence for potential-based jobs.
Not only do outward limits such as representation need to be addressed, but
internalized limits need to be addressed and fought as well.

Furthermore, in order to work through these “phantoms” and kill the “An-
gel in the House,” discussion is vital because it gives a voice to and empow-
ers those within the fight. Woolf agrees by saying the phantoms need to be
“discuss[ed] and define[ed],” because “only then can the labor be shared” and
“solved”(Woolf, 2010). Discussion gathers voices together, creating power in
numbers, and defines these phantoms so that they are no longer evasive invis-
ible ghosts but concrete problems that can be clearly addressed in the light.
Gender discrimination is easier to approach when it has already been brought
to light and a path to create change has already been started. Instead of start-
ing a new trail, or joining disconnected small trails, a wider road can be paved
when working together.

Discussion is also important because it brings about differing perspectives,
which are important in showing that there is no singular correct way this fight is
expressed. Sharing one solution through one or very few perspectives parallels to
telling women what to do without understanding how to give them the means
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to do so. In this fight against an internalized limit, the individual woman is
important because she is “in process of showing us by [her] experiments,” by
her “failures and successes [...] what a woman is” (Woolf, 2010). Both failures
and successes need to be discussed and given an accessible way to be brought
to light in order to recognize women as individual people. Through discussing
the struggle of this process, the humanity of women is allowed to be seen, thus
advocating for women as more than a statistic with low representation, and thus
further empowering them to express their individual passions.

Although this discussion and awareness is important, it is not an end, but the
first step of a long process. On its website, Shell cites that it signed, along with
many other oil and gas industry giants, the World Economic Forum’s declaration
on closing the gender gap in the oil and gas sector. (World Economic Forum,
2020) This call to action is one page in length, including context that the indus-
try is predominantly male and seven guiding principles: “leadership, aspiration
and goal setting, science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM)
pipeline, clear responsibility, recruitment, retention and promotion policies, in-
clusive corporate culture, and work environment and work-life balance” (World
Economic Forum, 2020, 1). The second page lists the 21 major companies that
signed it. Similar to the United Nations Convention of All Forms of Discrimina-
tion against Women (CEDAW) mentioned earlier, the World Economic Forum
declaration gathers major leaders onto the same page around the issue of gender
inequality. While this awareness opens the discussion for change, it cannot be
the only step a company takes toward restitution. Since the signing of CEDAW
in 1979 and the World Economic Forum declaration in 2016, companies still
settle on ineffective ad campaigns, mentor programs, and other programs that
do not fully understand the full extent of the problem and thus do not work to
address its structure that limits women. In order to make a substantial impact,
awareness cannot be seen as a one-step process, but a way to produce action
deeply rooted in an ongoing discussion.

Gender discrimination in the form of psychological deminishment and role
limitations that comes with employment discrimination is a human rights viola-
tion that continues to be a social problem and must be taken seriously. Virginia
Woolf’s commentary on Coventry Patmore’s “Angel in the House” provides in-
sight that gender equality cannot be reached when women are given agency
within conditions and structure that restrict that agency. Additionally, it is
important to view gender discrimination through this literary lens because it
can create a better understanding that can inform more impactful solutions.
When launching an ad campaign to address gender inequality and discrimina-
tion, gender inequality needs to be holistically seen and understood as a deeply
rooted problem, as the “Angel in the House” subconsciously keeps a woman
from asserting herself in society and from finding the passions within herself.
Today, progress in closing the gender pay gap and ending gender discrimination
within the workforce is moving at a very slow rate. Shell’s ad campaign on
gender inequality does not address the conditions and structure limiting women
within the company, but there is a rare opportunity for gender inequality change
within the gas and oil industry now, and the ads from these companies need
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to be held more accountable. In “Professions for Women,” Woolf is fighting a
Victorian ghost in her modern era - a ghost that continues to afflict women in
contemporary times 200 years later. In order to take advantage of the opportu-
nity for change within the oil and gas industry, Coventry Patmore’s “Angel in
the House” needs to be fought and learned to be killed both outwardly and in-
wardly. Without this action, company ad campaigns will continue to contribute
to the slow steady pace against gender inequality. The fight against gender dis-
crimination should be seen as ongoing and a process, not as something that can
be ended with a few words in an ad commercial
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